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Introduction to Sociology 
class="introduction" 


Sociologists 
study how 
society affects 
people and 
how people 
affect society. 
(Photo 
courtesy of 
Diego Torres 
Silvestre/flickr 
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We all belong to many groups; you’re a member of your sociology class, 
and you're a member of your family; you may belong to a political party, 
sports team, or the crowd watching a sporting event; you’re a citizen of 
your country, and you're a part of a generation. You may have a somewhat 
different role in each group and feel differently in each. 


Groups vary in their sizes and formalities, as well as in the levels of 
attachment between group members, among other things. Within a large 
group, smaller groups may exist, and each group may behave differently. 


At a rock concert, for example, some may enjoy singing along, others prefer 
to sit and observe, while still others may join in a mosh pit or try crowd 
surfing. Why do we feel and act differently in different types of social 
situations? Why might people of a single group exhibit different behaviors 
in the same situation? Why might people acting similarly not feel connected 
to others exhibiting the same behavior? These are some of the many 
questions sociologists ask as they study people and societies. 


What Is Sociology? 


e Explain concepts central to sociology 
e Understand how different sociological perspectives have developed 


Sociologists learn about society as a whole 
while studying one-to-one and group 
interactions. (Photo courtesy of Gareth 
Williams/flickr) 


What Are Society and Culture? 


Sociology is the study of groups and group interactions, societies and social 
interactions, from small and personal groups to very large groups. A group of people 
who live in a defined geographic area, who interact with one another, and who share 
a common culture is what sociologists call a society. Sociologists study all aspects 
and levels of society. Sociologists working from the micro-level study small groups 
and individual interactions, while those using macro-level analysis look at trends 
among and between large groups and societies. For example, a micro-level study 
might look at the accepted rules of conversation in various groups such as among 
teenagers or business professionals. In contrast, a macro-level analysis might 
research the ways that language use has changed over time or in social media 
outlets. 


The term culture refers to the group’s shared practices, values, and beliefs. Culture 
encompasses a group’s way of life, from routine, everyday interactions to the most 
important parts of group members' lives. It includes everything produced by a 
society, including all of the social rules. Sociologists often study culture using the 
sociological imagination, which pioneer sociologist C. Wright Mills described as an 
awareness of the relationship between a person’s behavior and experience and the 
wider culture that shaped the person’s choices and perceptions. It’s a way of seeing 
our own and other people’s behavior in relationship to history and social structure 
(1959). 


One illustration of this is a person’s decision to marry. In the United States, this 
choice is heavily influenced by individual feelings; however, the social acceptability 
of marriage relative to the person’s circumstances also plays a part. Remember, 
though, that culture is a product of the people in a society; sociologists take care not 
to treat the concept of “culture” as though it were alive in its own right. Reification 
is an error of treating an abstract concept as though it has a real, material existence 
(Sahn 2013). 


Studying Patterns: How Sociologists View Society 


All sociologists are interested in the experiences of individuals and how those 
experiences are shaped by interactions with social groups and society as a whole. To 
a sociologist, the personal decisions an individual makes do not exist in a vacuum. 
Cultural patterns and social forces put pressure on people to select one choice over 
another. Sociologists try to identify these general patterns by examining the behavior 
of large groups of people living in the same society and experiencing the same 
societal pressures. 


Changes in the U.S. family structure offer an example of patterns that sociologists 
are interested in studying. A “typical” family now is vastly different than in past 
decades when most U.S. families consisted of married parents living in a home with 
their unmarried children. The percent of unmarried couples, same-sex couples, 
single-parent and single-adult households is increasing, as well as is the number of 
expanded households, in which extended family members such as grandparents, 
cousins, or adult children live together in the family home (U.S. Census Bureau 
2013). 


While mothers still make up the majority of single parents, millions of fathers are 
also raising their children alone, and more than 1 million of these single fathers have 
never been married (Williams Institute 2010; cited in Ludden 2012). Increasingly, 


single men and women and cohabitating opposite-sex or same-sex couples are 
choosing to raise children outside of marriage through surrogates or adoption. 


Some sociologists study social facts, which are the laws, morals, values, religious 
beliefs, customs, fashions, rituals, and all of the cultural rules that govern social life, 
that may contribute to these changes in the family. Do people in the United States 
view marriage and family differently than before? Do employment and economic 
conditions play a role? How has culture influenced the choices that individuals make 
in living arrangements? Other sociologists are studying the consequences of these 
new patterns, such as the ways children are affected by them or changing needs for 
education, housing, and healthcare. 


Modern U.S. families may be very 
different in structure from what was 
historically typical. (Photo courtesy of 
Tony Alter/Wikimedia Commons) 


Another example of the way society influences individual decisions can be seen in 
people’s opinions about and use of the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, 
or SNAP benefits. Some people believe those who receive SNAP benefits are lazy 
and unmotivated. Statistics from the United States Department of Agriculture show 


a complex picture. 


State 


District of 
Columbia 


Florida 

Rhode Island 
Ohio 
Massachusetts 
New Jersey 


Wyoming 


Population 


601,723 


18,801,310 
1,052,567 
11,536,504 
6,547,629 
8,791,894 


963,626 


Number 
Receiving 
SNAP 


135,796 


3,664,055 
172,343 
1,627,589 
787,411 
887,259 
34,167 


National 
Average: 


Percentage 


of 
residents 
receiving 
SNAP 


22.6% 


19.5% 
16.4% 
14.1% 
12.0% 
10.1% 


6.1% 


14.5% 


Average 
Weekly 
Earnings 


$1,667.00 


$852.00 
$919.00 
$878.00 
$1,197.00 
$1,116.00 


$866.00 


$974.00 


SNAP Use by State in 2005Sociologists examine social conditions in different states 
to explain differences in the number of people receiving SNAP benefits. (Sources: 


U.S. Department of Agriculture, U.S. Census Bureau, Food Research and Action 
Center, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics) 


The percentage of the population receiving SNAP benefits is much higher in certain 
states than in others. Does this mean, if the stereotype above were applied, that 
people in some states are lazier and less motivated than those in other states? 
Sociologists study the economies in each state—comparing unemployment rates, 
food, energy costs, and other factors—to explain differences in social issues like 
this. 


To identify social trends, sociologists also study how people use SNAP benefits and 
how people react to their use. Research has found that for many people from all 
classes, there is a strong stigma attached to the use of SNAP benefits. This stigma 
can prevent people who qualify for this type of assistance from using SNAP 
benefits. According to Hanson and Gundersen (2002), how strongly this stigma is 
felt is linked to the general economic climate. This illustrates how sociologists 
observe a pattern in society. 


Sociologists identify and study patterns related to all kinds of contemporary social 
issues. The “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy, the emergence of the Tea Party as a 
political faction, how Twitter has influenced everyday communication—these are all 
examples of topics that sociologists might explore. 


Studying Part and Whole: How Sociologists View Social Structures 


A key basis of the sociological perspective is the concept that the individual and 
society are inseparable. It is impossible to study one without the other. German 
sociologist Norbert Elias called the process of simultaneously analyzing the 
behavior of individuals and the society that shapes that behavior figuration. 


An application that makes this concept understandable is the practice of religion. 
While people experience their religions in a distinctly individual manner, religion 
exists in a larger social context. For instance, an individual’s religious practice may 
be influenced by what government dictates, holidays, teachers, places of worship, 
rituals, and so on. These influences underscore the important relationship between 
individual practices of religion and social pressures that influence that religious 
experience (Elias 1978). 


Note: 
Individual-Society Connections 


When sociologist Nathan Kierns spoke to his friend Ashley (a pseudonym) about 
the move she and her partner had made from an urban center to a small Midwestern 
town, he was curious about how the social pressures placed on a lesbian couple 
differed from one community to the other. Ashley said that in the city they had been 
accustomed to getting looks and hearing comments when she and her partner 
walked hand in hand. Otherwise, she felt that they were at least being tolerated. 
There had been little to no outright discrimination. 

Things changed when they moved to the small town for her partner’s job. For the 
first time, Ashley found herself experiencing direct discrimination because of her 
sexual orientation. Some of it was particularly hurtful. Landlords would not rent to 
them. Ashley, who is a highly trained professional, had a great deal of difficulty 
finding a new job. 

When Nathan asked Ashley if she and her partner became discouraged or bitter 
about this new situation, Ashley said that rather than letting it get to them, they 
decided to do something about it. Ashley approached groups at a local college and 
several churches in the area. Together they decided to form the town's first gay- 
straight alliance. 

The alliance has worked successfully to educate their community about same-sex 
couples. It also worked to raise awareness about the kinds of discrimination that 
Ashley and her partner experienced in the town and how those could be eliminated. 
The alliance has become a strong advocacy group, and it is working to attain equal 
rights for lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender, or LBGT individuals. 

Kierns observed that this is an excellent example of how negative social forces can 
result in a positive response from individuals to bring about social change (Kierns 
2011). 


Summary 
Sociology is the systematic study of society and social interaction. In order to carry 
out their studies, sociologists identify cultural patterns and social forces and 


determine how they affect individuals and groups. They also develop ways to apply 
their findings to the real world. 


Section Quiz 


Exercise: 


Problem: Which of the following best describes sociology as a subject? 


a. The study of individual behavior 

b. The study of cultures 

c. The study of society and social interaction 
d. The study of economics 


Solution: 
Answers 
C 
Exercise: 
Problem: 


C. Wright Mills once said that sociologists need to develop a sociological 
to study how society affects individuals. 


a. culture 

b. imagination 
c. method 

d. tool 


Solution: 
Answers 
B 
Exercise: 
Problem: 


A sociologist defines society as a group of people who reside in a defined area, 
share a culture, and who: 


a. interact 

b. work in the same industry 

c. speak different languages 

d. practice a recognized religion 


Solution: 
Answers 


A 


Exercise: 


Problem: Seeing patterns means that a sociologist needs to be able to: 


a. compare the behavior of individuals from different societies 

b. compare one society to another 

c. identify similarities in how social groups respond to social pressure 
d. compare individuals to groups 


Solution: 
Answers 


C 


Short Answer 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


What do you think C. Wright Mills meant when he said that to be a sociologist, 
one had to develop a sociological imagination? 


Exercise: 


Problem: 
Describe a situation in which a choice you made was influenced by societal 
pressures. 

Further Research 

Sociology is a broad discipline. Different kinds of sociologists employ various 


methods for exploring the relationship between individuals and society. Check out 
more about sociology at http://openstaxcollege.org/I/what-is-sociology. 
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Glossary 


culture 
a group's shared practices, values, and beliefs 


figuration 
the process of simultaneously analyzing the behavior of an individual and the 
society that shapes that behavior 


reification 
an error of treating an abstract concept as though it has a real, material 
existence 


society 
a group of people who live in a defined geographical area who interact with one 
another and who share a common culture 


sociological imagination 
the ability to understand how your own past relates to that of other people, as 
well as to history in general and societal structures in particular 


sociology 
the systematic study of society and social interaction 


Why Study Sociology? 


e Explain why it is worthwhile to study sociology 
e Identify ways sociology is applied in the real world 


The research 
of 
sociologists 
Kenneth and 
Mamie Clark 
helped the 
Supreme 
Court decide 
to end 
“separate but 
equal” racial 
segregation 
in schools in 
the United 
States. 
(Photo 
courtesy of 
public 
domain) 


When Elizabeth Eckford tried to enter Central High School in Little Rock, 
Arkansas, in September 1957, she was met by an angry crowd. But she 
knew she had the law on her side. Three years earlier in the landmark 
Brown vs. the Board of Education case, the U.S. Supreme Court had 
overturned twenty-one state laws that allowed blacks and whites to be 
taught in separate school systems as long as the school systems were 
“equal.” One of the major factors influencing that decision was research 
conducted by the husband-and-wife team of sociologists, Kenneth and 
Mamie Clark. Their research showed that segregation was harmful to young 
black schoolchildren, and the Court found that harm to be unconstitutional. 


Since it was first founded, many people interested in sociology have been 
driven by the scholarly desire to contribute knowledge to this field, while 
others have seen it as way not only to study society but also to improve it. 
Besides desegregation, sociology has played a crucial role in many 
important social reforms, such as equal opportunity for women in the 
workplace, improved treatment for individuals with mental handicaps or 
learning disabilities, increased accessibility and accommodation for people 
with physical handicaps, the right of native populations to preserve their 
land and culture, and prison system reforms. 


The prominent sociologist Peter L. Berger (1929- ), in his 1963 book 
Invitation to Sociology: A Humanistic Perspective, describes a sociologist 
as "someone concerned with understanding society in a disciplined way." 
He asserts that sociologists have a natural interest in the monumental 
moments of people’s lives, as well as a fascination with banal, everyday 
occurrences. Berger also describes the “aha” moment when a sociological 
theory becomes applicable and understood: 


"[T]here is a deceptive simplicity and obviousness about some sociological 
investigations. One reads them, nods at the familiar scene, remarks that one 
has heard all this before and don't people have better things to do than to 
waste their time on truisms—until one is suddenly brought up against an 
insight that radically questions everything one had previously assumed 
about this familiar scene. This is the point at which one begins to sense the 
excitement of sociology. (Berger 1963)" 


Sociology can be exciting because it teaches people ways to recognize how 
they fit into the world and how others perceive them. Looking at themselves 
and society from a sociological perspective helps people see where they 
connect to different groups based on the many different ways they classify 
themselves and how society classifies them in turn. It raises awareness of 
how those classifications—such as economic and status levels, education, 
ethnicity, or sexual orientation—affect perceptions. 


Sociology teaches people not to accept easy explanations. It teaches them a 
way to organize their thinking so that they can ask better questions and 
formulate better answers. It makes people more aware that there are many 
different kinds of people in the world who do not necessarily think the way 
they do. It increases their willingness and ability to try to see the world 
from other people's perspectives. This prepares them to live and work in an 
increasingly diverse and integrated world. 


Sociology in the Workplace 


Employers continue to seek people with what are called “transferable 
skills.” This means that they want to hire people whose knowledge and 
education can be applied in a variety of settings and whose skills will 
contribute to various tasks. Studying sociology can provide people with this 
wide knowledge and a skill set that can contribute to many workplaces, 
including 


¢ an understanding of social systems and large bureaucracies; 

e the ability to devise and carry out research projects to assess 
whether a program or policy is working; 

e the ability to collect, read, and analyze statistical 
information from polls or surveys; 

e the ability to recognize important differences in people’s 
social, cultural, and economic backgrounds; 

e skills in preparing reports and communicating complex 
ideas; and 


e the capacity for critical thinking about social issues and 
problems that confront modern society. (Department of 
Sociology, University of Alabama) 


Sociology prepares people for a wide variety of careers. Besides actually 
conducting social research or training others in the field, people who 
graduate from college with a degree in sociology are hired by government 
agencies and corporations in fields such as social services, counseling (e.g., 
family planning, career, substance abuse), community planning, health 
services, marketing, market research, and human resources. Even a small 
amount of training in sociology can be an asset in careers like sales, public 
relations, journalism, teaching, law, and criminal justice. 


Note: 

Please “Friend” Me: Students and Social Networking 

The phenomenon known as Facebook was designed specifically for 
students. Whereas earlier generations wrote notes in each other’s printed 
yearbooks at the end of the academic year, modern technology and the 
Internet ushered in dynamic new ways for people to interact socially. 
Instead of having to meet up on campus, students can call, text, and Skype 
from their dorm rooms. Instead of a study group gathering weekly in the 
library, online forums and chat rooms help learners connect. The 
availability and immediacy of computer technology has forever changed 
the ways in which students engage with each other. 

Now, after several social networks have vied for primacy, a few have 
established their place in the market and some have attracted niche 
audience. While Facebook launched the social networking trend geared 
toward teens and young adults, now people of all ages are actively 
“friending” each other. LinkedIn distinguished itself by focusing on 
professional connections and served as a virtual world for workplace 
networking. Newer offshoots like Foursquare help people connect based on 
the real-world places they frequent, while Twitter has cornered the market 
on brevity. 


The widespread ownership of smartphones adds to this social experience; 
the Pew Research Center (2012) found that the majority of people in the 
United States with mobile phones now have “smart” phones with Internet 
capability. Many people worldwide can now access Facebook, Twitter, and 
other social media from virtually anywhere, and there seems to be an 
increasing acceptance of smartphone use in many diverse and previously 
prohibited settings. The outcomes of smartphone use, as with other social 
media, are not yet clear. 

These newer modes of social interaction have also spawned harmful 
consequences, such as cyberbullying and what some call FAD, or 
Facebook Addiction Disorder. Researchers have also examined other 
potential negative impacts, such as whether Facebooking lowers a student’s 
GPA, or whether there might be long-term effects of replacing face-to-face 
interaction with social media. 

All of these social networks demonstrate emerging ways that people 
interact, whether positive or negative. They illustrate how sociological 
topics are alive and changing today. Social media will most certainly be a 
developing topic in the study of sociology for decades to come. 


Summary 


Studying sociology is beneficial both for the individual and for society. By 
studying sociology people learn how to think critically about social issues 
and problems that confront our society. The study of sociology enriches 
students’ lives and prepares them for careers in an increasingly diverse 
world. Society benefits because people with sociological training are better 
prepared to make informed decisions about social issues and take effective 
action to deal with them. 


Section Quiz 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Kenneth and Mamie Clark used sociological research to show that 
segregation was: 


a. beneficial 

b. harmful 

c. illegal 

d. of no importance 


Solution: 


B 
Exercise: 


Problem: 
Studying sociology helps people analyze data because they learn: 


a. interview techniques 
b. to apply statistics 

c. to generate theories 
d. all of the above 


Solution: 


D 


Exercise: 


Problem: Berger describes sociologists as concerned with: 


a. monumental moments in people’s lives 
b. common everyday life events 

c. both a and b 

d. none of the above 


Solution: 


C 


Short Answer 


Exercise: 
Problem: 
How do you think taking a sociology course might affect your social 
interactions? 
Exercise: 
Problem: 


What sort of career are you interested in? How could studying 
sociology help you in this career? 


Further Research 


Social communication is rapidly evolving due to ever improving 
technologies. To learn more about how sociologists study the impact of 
these changes check out http://openstaxcollege.org/l/media 
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Theoretical Perspectives 


e Explain what sociological theories are and how they are used 
e Understand the similarities and differences between structural 
functionalism, conflict theory, and symbolic interactionism 


Sociologists develop theories to 
explain social occurrences such as 
protest rallies. (Photo courtesy of 

voanews.com/Wikimedia 
Commons) 


Sociologists study social events, interactions, and patterns. They then 
develop theories to explain why these occur and what can result from them. 
In sociology, a theory is a way to explain different aspects of social 
interactions and to create testable propositions about society (Allan 2006). 


For example, early in the development of sociology, Emile Durkheim was 
interested in explaining the social phenomenon of suicide. He gathered data 
on large groups of people in Europe who had ended their lives. When he 
analyzed the data, he found that suicide rates differed among groups with 
different religious affiliations. For example, the data showed that 
Protestants were more likely to commit suicide than Catholics. 


To explain this, Durkheim developed the concept of social solidarity. Social 
solidarity described the social ties that bind a group of people together such 
as kinship, shared location, or religion. Durkheim combined these concepts 
with the data he analyzed to propose a theory that explained the religion- 
based differences in suicide rates. He suggested that differences in social 
solidarity between the two groups corresponded to the differences in suicide 
rates. 


Although some have disagreed with his methods and his conclusions, 
Durkheim's work shows the importance of theory in sociology. Proposing 
theories supported by data gives sociologists a way to explain social 
patterns and to posit cause-and-effect relationships in social situations. 


Theories vary in scope depending on the scale of the issues they are meant 
to explain. Grand theories, also described as macro-level, are attempts to 
explain large-scale relationships and answer fundamental questions such as 
why societies form and why they change. These theories tend to be abstract 
and can be difficult if not impossible to test empirically. Micro-level 
theories are at the other end of the scale and cover very specific 
relationships between individuals or small groups. They are dependent on 
their context and are more concrete. This means they are more scientifically 
testable. 


An example of a micro-theory would be a theory to explain why middle- 
class teenage girls text to communicate instead of making telephone calls. 
A sociologist might develop a hypothesis that the reason they do this is 
because they think texting is silent and therefore more private. A sociologist 
might then conduct interviews or design a survey to test this hypothesis. If 
there is enough supportive data, a hypothesis can become a theory. 


Sociological theory is constantly evolving and should never be considered 
complete. Classic sociological theories are still considered important and 
current, but new sociological theories build upon the work of their 
predecessors and add to them (Calhoun 2002). 


In sociology, a few theories provide broad perspectives that help to explain 
many different aspects of social life. These theories are so prominent that 
many consider them paradigms. Paradigms are philosophical and 


theoretical frameworks used within a discipline to formulate theories, 
generalizations, and the experiments performed in support of them. Three 
of these paradigms have come to dominate sociological thinking because 
they provide useful explanations: structural functionalism, conflict theory, 
and symbolic interactionism. 


Sociological Level of 
Paradigm Analysis Focus 
Structural Macro How each part of society functions 
Functionalism or mid together to contribute to the whole 
; How inequalities contribute to 
Conflict siege 
Macro social differences and perpetuate 
Theory ; 
differences in power 
Symbolic Wines One-to-one interactions and 
Interactionism communications 


Sociological Theories or PerspectivesDifferent sociological perspectives 
enable sociologists to view social issues through a variety of useful lenses. 


Functionalism 


Functionalism, also called structural functional theory, sees society as a 
structure with interrelated parts designed to meet the biological and social 
needs of individuals who make up that society. It is the oldest of the main 
theories of sociology. In fact, its origins began before sociology emerged as 
a formal discipline. It grew out of the writings of English philosopher and 
biologist Herbert Spencer (1820—1903) who likened society to a human 
body. He argued that just as the various organs in the body work together to 
keep the entire system functioning and regulated, the various parts of 


society work together to keep the entire society functioning and regulated 
(Spencer 1898). By parts of society, Spencer was referring to such social 
institutions as the economy, political systems, healthcare, education, media, 
and religion. Spencer continued the analogy by pointing out that societies 
evolve just as the bodies of humans and other animals do (Maryanski and 
Turner 1992). 


One of the founders of sociology, Emile Durkheim, applied Spencer’s 
analogy to explain the structure of societies and how they change and 
survive over time. Durkheim believed that earlier, more primitive societies 
were held together because most people performed similar tasks and shared 
values, language, and symbols. They exchanged goods and services in 
similar ways. Modern societies, according to Durkheim, were more 
complex. People served many different functions in society and their ability 
to carry out their function depended upon others being able to carry out 
theirs. Durkheim's theory sees society as a complex system of interrelated 
parts, working together to maintain stability (Durkheim 1893). According to 
this sociological viewpoint, the parts of society are interdependent. This 
means each part influences the others. In a healthy society, all of these parts 
work together to produce a stable state called dynamic equilibrium 
(Parsons 1961). 


Durkheim believed that individuals may make up society, but in order to 
study society, sociologists have to look beyond individuals to social facts. 
Social facts are the laws, morals, values, religious beliefs, customs, 
fashions, rituals, and all of the cultural rules that govern social life 
(Durkheim 1895). Each of these social facts serves one or more functions 
within a society. For example, one function of a society’s laws may be to 
protect society from violence, while another is to punish criminal behavior, 
while another is to preserve public health. 


The English sociologist Alfred Radcliffe-Brown (1881-1955) shared 
Comte's and Durkheim's views. He believed that how these functions 
worked together to maintain a stable society was controlled by laws that 
could be discovered through systematic comparison (Broce 1973). Like 
Durkheim, he argued that explanations of social interactions had to be made 
at the social level and not involve the wants and needs of individuals 


(Goldschmidt 1996). He defined the function of any recurrent activity as 
the part it plays in the social life as a whole, and thereby, the contribution it 
makes to structural continuity (Radcliffe-Brown 1952). 


Another noted structural functionalist, Robert Merton (1910-2003), pointed 
out that social processes often have many functions. Manifest functions are 
the consequences of a social process that are sought or anticipated, while 
latent functions are the unsought consequences of a social process. A 
manifest function of college education, for example, includes gaining 
knowledge, preparing for a career, and finding a good job that utilizes that 
education. Latent functions of your college years include meeting new 
people, participating in extracurricular activities, or even finding a spouse 
or partner. Another latent function of education is creating a hierarchy of 
employment based on the level of education attained. Latent functions can 
be beneficial, neutral, or harmful. Social processes that have undesirable 
consequences for the operation of society are called dysfunctions. In 
education, examples of dysfunction include getting bad grades, truancy, 
dropping out, not graduating, and not finding suitable employment. 


Criticism 


Structural-functionalism was the sociological paradigm that prevailed 
between World War II and the Vietnam War. Its influence declined in the 
1960s and 1970s because many sociologists believed that it could not 
adequately explain the many rapid social changes taking place at the time. 
Many sociologists now believe that structural functionalism is no longer 
useful as a macro-level theory, but that it does serve as useful purpose in 
many mid-range analyses. 


Note: 
A Global Culture? 


Some sociologists see 
the online world 
contributing to the 
creation of an 
emerging global 
culture. Are you a 
part of any global 
communities? (Photo 
courtesy of 
quasireversible/flickr 


) 


Sociologists around the world are looking closely for signs of what would 
be an unprecedented event: the emergence of a global culture. In the past, 
empires such as those that existed in China, Europe, Africa, and Central 
and South America linked people from many different countries, but those 
people rarely became part of a common culture. They lived too far from 
each other, spoke different languages, practiced different religions, and 
traded few goods. Today, increases in communication, travel, and trade 
have made the world a much smaller place. More and more people are able 
to communicate with each other instantly—wherever they are located—by 
telephone, video, and text. They share movies, television shows, music, 
games, and information over the internet. Students can study with teachers 


and pupils from the other side of the globe. Governments find it harder to 
hide conditions inside their countries from the rest of the world. 
Sociologists are researching many different aspects of this potential global 
culture. Some are exploring the dynamics involved in the social 
interactions of global online communities, such as when members feel a 
closer kinship to other group members than to people residing in their own 
country. Other sociologists are studying the impact this growing 
international culture has on smaller, less-powerful local cultures. Yet other 
researchers are exploring how international markets and the outsourcing of 
labor impact social inequalities. Sociology can play a key role in people's 
ability to understand the nature of this emerging global culture and how to 
respond to it. 


Conflict Theory 


Another theory with a macro-level view, called conflict theory, looks at 
society as a competition for limited resources. Conflict theory sees society 
as being made up of individuals who must compete for social, political, and 
material resources such as political power, leisure time, money, housing, 
and entertainment. Social structures and organizations such as religious 
groups, governments, and corporations reflect this competition in their 
inherent inequalities. Some individuals and organizations are able to obtain 
and keep more resources than others. These "winners" use their power and 
influence to maintain their positions of power in society and to suppress the 
advancement of other individuals and groups. Of the early founders of 
sociology, Karl Marx is most closely identified with this theory. He focused 
on the economic conflict between different social classes. As he and 
Fredrick Engels famously described in their Communist Manifesto, “the 
history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles. 
Freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, guild-master and 
journeyman, in a word, oppressor and oppressed” (1848). 


Developing on this foundation, Polish-Austrian sociologist Ludwig 
Gumplowicz (1838-1909) expanded on Marx’s ideas to develop his own 
version of conflict theory, adding his knowledge about how civilizations 


evolve. In Outlines of Sociology (1884), he argues that war and conquest are 
the basis on which civilizations have been shaped. He believed that cultural 

and ethnic conflicts led to states being identified and defined by a dominant 

group that had power over other groups (Irving 2007). 


The German sociologist Max Weber agreed with Marx that the economic 
inequalities of the capitalist system were a source of widespread conflict. 
However, he disagreed that the conflict must lead to revolution and the 
collapse of capitalism. Weber theorized that there was more than one cause 
for conflict: besides economics, inequalities could exist over political power 
and social status. The level of inequalities could also be different for 
different groups based on education, race, or gender. As long as these 
conflicts remained separate, the system as a whole was not threatened. 


Weber also identified several factors that moderated people's reaction to 
inequality. If the authority of the people in power was considered legitimate 
by those over whom they had power, then conflicts were less intense. Other 
moderating factors were high rates of social mobility and low rates of class 
difference. 


Another German sociologist, Georg Simmel (1858-1918), wrote that 
conflict can in fact help integrate and stabilize a society. Like Weber, 
Simmel said that the nature of social conflict was highly variable. The 
intensity and violence of the conflict depended upon the emotional 
involvement of the different sides, the degree of solidarity among the 
opposing groups, and if there were clear and limited goals to be achieved. 
Simmel also said that frequent smaller conflicts would be less violent than a 
few large conflicts. 


Simmel also studied how conflict changes the parties involved. He showed 
that groups work to increase their internal solidarity, centralize power, 
reduce dissent, and become less tolerant of those not in the group during 
conflict. Resolving conflicts can release tension and hostility and pave the 
way for future agreements. 


More recently, conflict theory has been used to explain inequalities between 
groups based on gender or race. Janet Saltzman Chafetz (1941-2006) was a 
leader in the field of feminist conflict theory. Her books 


Masculine/Feminine or Human (1974), Feminist Sociology (1988), and 
Gender Equity (1990) and other studies Dr. Chafetz uses conflict theory to 
present a set of models to explain the forces maintaining a system of gender 
inequality as well as a theory of how such a system can be changed. She 
argues that two types of forces sustain a system of gender inequality. One 
type of force is coercive and is based on the advantages men have in 
finding, keeping, and advancing in positions within the workforce. The 
other depends on the voluntary choices individuals make based on the 
gender roles that have been passed down through their families. Chafetz 
argues that the system can be changed through changes in the number and 
types of jobs available to increasingly large numbers of well-educated 
women entering the workforce (Turner 2003). 


Criticism 


Just as structural functionalism was criticized for focusing too much on the 
stability of societies, conflict theory has been criticized because it tends to 
focus on conflict to the exclusion of recognizing stability. Many social 
structures are extremely stable or have gradually progressed over time 
rather than changing abruptly as conflict theory would suggest. 


Note: 

Farming and Locavores: How Sociological Perspectives Might View Food 
Consumption 

The consumption of food is a commonplace, daily occurrence, yet it can 
also be associated with important moments in our lives. Eating can be an 
individual or a group action, and eating habits and customs are influenced 
by our cultures. In the context of society, our nation’s food system is at the 
core of numerous social movements, political issues, and economic 
debates. Any of these factors might become a topic of sociological study. 
A structural-functional approach to the topic of food consumption might be 
interested in the role of the agriculture industry within the nation’s 
economy and how this has changed from the early days of manual-labor 
farming to modern mechanized production. Another examination might 


study the different functions that occur in food production: from farming 
and harvesting to flashy packaging and mass consumerism. 

A conflict theorist might be interested in the power differentials present in 
the regulation of food, exploring where people’s right to information 
intersects with corporations’ drive for profit and how the government 
mediates those interests. Or a conflict theorist might be interested in the 
power and powerlessness experienced by local farmers versus large 
farming conglomerates, such as the documentary Food Inc. depicts as 
resulting from Monsanto’s patenting of seed technology. Another topic of 
study might be how nutrition varies between different social classes. 

A sociologist viewing food consumption through a symbolic interactionist 
lens would be more interested in micro-level topics, such as the symbolic 
use of food in religious rituals, or the role it plays in the social interaction 
of a family dinner. This perspective might also study the interactions 
among group members who identify themselves based on their sharing a 
particular diet, such as vegetarians (people who don’t eat meat) or 
locavores (people who strive to eat locally produced food). 


Symbolic InteractionistTheory 


Symbolic Interactionism provides a theoretical perspective that helps 
scholars examine the relationship of individuals within their society. This 
perspective is centered on the notion that communication—or the exchange 
of meaning through language and symbols—is how people make sense of 
their social worlds. As pointed out by Herman and Reynolds (1994), this 
viewpoint sees people as active in shaping their world, rather than as 
entities who are acted upon by society (Herman and Reynolds 1994). This 
approach looks at society and people from a micro-level perspective. 


George Herbert Mead (1863-1931) is considered one of the founders of 
symbolic interactionism, though he never published his work on it (LaRossa 
& Reitzes 1993). It was up to his student Herbert Blumer (1900-1987) to 
interpret Mead's work and popularize the theory. Blumer coined the term 
“symbolic interactionism” and identified its three basic premises: 


1. Humans act toward things on the basis of the meanings they ascribe to 
those things. 

2. The meaning of such things is derived from, or arises out of, the social 
interaction that one has with others and the society. 

3. These meanings are handled in, and modified through, an 
interpretative process used by the person in dealing with the things 
he/she encounters (Blumer 1969). 


Social scientists who apply symbolic-interactionist thinking look for 
patterns of interaction between individuals. Their studies often involve 
observation of one-on-one interactions. For example, while a conflict 
theorist studying a political protest might focus on class difference, a 
symbolic interactionist would be more interested in how individuals in the 
protesting group interact, as well as the signs and symbols protesters use to 
communicate their message. The focus on the importance of symbols in 
building a society led sociologists like Erving Goffman (1922-1982) to 
develop a technique called dramaturgical analysis. Goffman used theater 
as an analogy for social interaction and recognized that people’s 
interactions showed patterns of cultural “scripts.” Because it can be unclear 
what part a person may play in a given situation, he or she has to improvise 
his or her role as the situation unfolds (Goffman 1958). 


Studies that use the symbolic interactionist perspective are more likely to 
use qualitative research methods, such as in-depth interviews or participant 
observation, because they seek to understand the symbolic worlds in which 
research subjects live. 


Criticism 


Research done from this perspective is often scrutinized because of the 
difficulty of remaining objective. Others criticize the extremely narrow 
focus on symbolic interaction. Proponents, of course, consider this one of 
its greatest strengths. 


Summary 


Sociologists develop theories to explain social events, interactions, and 
patterns. A theory is a proposed explanation of those patterns. Theories 
have different scales. Macro-level theories, such as structural functionalism 
and conflict theory, attempt to explain how societies operate as a whole. 
Micro-level theories, such as symbolic interactionism, focus on interactions 
between individuals. 


Section Quiz 


Exercise: 
Problem: 


Which of these theories is most likely to look at the social world on a 
micro level? 


a. Structural functionalism 
b. Conflict theory 

c. Positivism 

d. Symbolic interactionism 


Solution: 


D 
Exercise: 


Problem: 
Who believed that the history of society was one of class struggle? 


a. Emile Durkheim 

b. Karl Marx 

c. Erving Goffmann 

d. George Herbert Mead 


Solution: 


B 


Exercise: 


Problem: Who coined the phrase symbolic interactionism? 


a. Herbert Blumer 
b. Max Weber 

c. Lester F. Ward 
d. W.I. Thomas 


Solution: 


A 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


A symbolic interactionist may compare social interactions to: 


a. behaviors 

b. conflicts 

c. human organs 
d. theatrical roles 


Solution: 


D 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


Which research technique would most likely be used by a symbolic 
interactionist? 


a. Surveys 
b. Participant observation 


c. Quantitative data analysis 
d. None of the above 


Solution: 


B 


Short Answer 


Exercise: 
Problem: 
Which theory do you think better explains how societies operate— 
structural functionalism or conflict theory? Why? 
Exercise: 
Problem: 
Do you think the way people behave in social interactions is more like 


the behavior of animals or more like actors playing a role ina 
theatrical production? Why? 


Further Research 
People often think of all conflict as violent, but many conflicts can be 
resolved nonviolently. To learn more about nonviolent methods of conflict 


resolution check out the Albert Einstein Institution 
http://openstaxcollege.org/l/ae-institution 
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Glossary 


conflict theory 
a theory that looks at society as a competition for limited resources 


dramaturgical analysis 
a technique sociologists use in which they view society through the 
metaphor of theatrical performance 


dynamic equilibrium 
a stable state in which all parts of a healthy society are working 
together properly 


dysfunctions 
social patterns that have undesirable consequences for the operation of 
society 


function 
the part a recurrent activity plays in the social life as a whole and the 
contribution it makes to structural continuity 


functionalism 


a theoretical approach that sees society as a structure with interrelated 
parts designed to meet the biological and social needs of individuals 
that make up that society 


grand theories 
attempts to explain large-scale relationships and answer fundamental 
questions such as why societies form and why they change 


latent functions 
the unrecognized or unintended consequences of a social process 


macro-level 
a wide-scale view of the role of social structures within a society 


manifest functions 
sought consequences of a social process 


micro-level theories 
the study of specific relationships between individuals or small groups 


paradigms 
philosophical and theoretical frameworks used within a discipline to 
formulate theories, generalizations, and the experiments performed in 
support of them 


social facts 
the laws, morals, values, religious beliefs, customs, fashions, rituals, 
and all of the cultural rules that govern social life 


social solidarity 
the social ties that bind a group of people together such as kinship, 
shared location, and religion 


symbolic interactionism 
a theoretical perspective through which scholars examine the 
relationship of individuals within their society by studying their 
communication (language and symbols) 


theory 
a proposed explanation about social interactions or society 


Introduction to Race and Ethnicity 
class="introduction" 


Race and 
ethnicity are 
part of the 
human 
experience. 
How do 
racial and 
ethnic 
diversity 
play ina 
role in who 
we are? 
(Photo 
courtesy of 
Agecom 
Bahia/flickr 


) 


In a mixed vocational/academic high school, Ms. Ellis grades papers for her 
large, diverse, 11" grade English class. She is currently looking at the 
papers of three students: Jose, who is Dominican, Kim, who is Vietnamese, 
and Anthony, who is Italian American. 


Jose’s grasp of English is weak, and he doesn’t show a high degree of 
understanding of the themes of Hamlet. However, Ms. Ellis knows that Jose 
tried hard, and she also believes that, like many of his fellow Hispanic 
students, he will probably not go to college and continue any studies of 
English literature. His parents do not speak English and are not overly 
involved in his schooling. Jose excels in Automotive Shop, which prepares 
him for a job in that industry, so Ms. Ellis feels that to push him in English 
will not help him. She gives him a C+ and a few neutral words of 
encouragement without spending a lot of time pointing out where he could 
improve. 


Ms. Ellis wishes she could have more students like Kim. Kim is unfailingly 
polite, interested, and hardworking, even though her English still needs 
work. Her paper on Hamlet is far from perfect, but Ms. Ellis knows that she 


probably worked harder on it than anyone in the class. As is the case with 
most of Ms. Ellis’s Asian students, both of Kim’s parents are anxious for 
Kim to go to college, so even though Kim’s paper does not show much 
more understanding of Hamlet than Jose’s, Ms. Ellis gives her a B and 
writes ample comments for areas of improvement. 


Anthony is a thorn in Ms. Ellis’s side. In this school where most of the 
teachers and vocational instructors are Irish American or Italian American, 
Anthony has always felt at home and overconfident. His uncle is on the 
staff, and he has several siblings and cousins who have gone through the 
school. He is aggressive and disruptive in class, distracting other students 
and causing Ms. Ellis to spend an inordinate amount of time on maintaining 
discipline. Anthony’s paper is about the same level as Jose’s and Kim’s, but 
since English is his first language, he really should be able to perform 
better. Ms. Ellis gives him a C- and a few curt comments. 


Ms. Ellis graded three similar papers very differently. She didn’t grade them 
only on their merits; she relied heavily on her own knowledge of and 
feelings about the students themselves. Ms. Ellis was guided by her 
prejudices: her preconceived notions of the students’ work, attitudes, and 
abilities. To the extent that her prejudices affected her actions, Ms. Ellis 
also practiced discrimination. But what do these terms mean? Does 
everyone have prejudices? Is everyone guilty of discrimination? How does 
our society foster institutional prejudice and discrimination? 


Racial, Ethnic, and Minority Groups 


e Understand the difference between race and ethnicity 
e Define a majority group (dominant group) 
e Define a minority group (subordinate group) 


While many students first entering a sociology classroom are accustomed to 
conflating the terms “race,” “ethnicity,” and “minority group,” these three 
terms have distinct meanings for sociologists. The idea of race refers to 
superficial physical differences that a particular society considers 
significant, while ethnicity describes shared culture. And the term "minority 
groups" describe groups that are subordinate, or that lack power in society 
regardless of skin color or country of origin. For example, in modern U.S. 
history, the elderly might be considered a minority group due to a 
diminished status that results from popular prejudice and discrimination 
against them. Ten percent of nursing home staff admitted to physically 
abusing an elderly person in the past year, and 40 percent admitted to 
committing psychological abuse (World Health Organization 2011). In this 
chapter we focus on racial and ethnic minorities. 


What Is Race? 


Historically, the concept of race has changed across cultures and eras, and 
has eventually become less connected with ancestral and familial ties, and 
more concemed with superficial physical characteristics. In the past, 
theorists have posited categories of race based on various geographic 
regions, ethnicities, skin colors, and more. Their labels for racial groups 
have connoted regions (Mongolia and the Caucus Mountains, for instance) 
or skin tones (black, white, yellow, and red, for example). 


Social science organizations including the American Association of 
Anthropologists, the American Sociological Association, and the American 
Psychological Association have all taken an official position rejecting the 
biological explanations of race. Over time, the typology of race that 
developed during early racial science has fallen into disuse, and the social 
construction of race is a more sociological way of understanding racial 
categories. Research in this school of thought suggests that race is not 


biologically identifiable and that previous racial categories were arbitrarily 
assigned, based on pseudoscience, and used to justify racist practices (Omi 
and Winant 1994; Graves 2003). When considering skin color, for example, 
the social construction of race perspective recognizes that the relative 
darkness or fairness of skin is an evolutionary adaptation to the available 
sunlight in different regions of the world. Contemporary conceptions of 
race, therefore, which tend to be based on socioeconomic assumptions, 
illuminate how far removed modern understanding of race is from 
biological qualities. In modern society, some people who consider 
themselves “white” actually have more melanin (a pigment that determines 
skin color) in their skin than other people who identify as ”black.” Consider 
the case of the actress Rashida Jones. She is the daughter of a black man 
(Quincy Jones), and her best-known roles include Ann Perkins on Parks 
and Recreation, Karen Filippelli on The Office, and Zooey Rice in I Love 
You Man, none of whom are black characters. In some countries, such as 
Brazil, class is more important than skin color in determining racial 
categorization. People with high levels of melanin may consider themselves 
"white" if they enjoy a middle-class lifestyle. On the other hand, someone 
with low levels of melanin might be assigned the identity of "black" if he or 
she has little education or money. 


The social construction of race is also reflected in the way names for racial 
categories change with changing times. It’s worth noting that race, in this 
sense, is also a system of labeling that provides a source of identity; specific 
labels fall in and out of favor during different social eras. For example, the 
category ’negroid,” popular in the nineteenth century, evolved into the term 
“negro” by the 1960s, and then this term fell from use and was replaced 
with “African American.” This latter term was intended to celebrate the 
multiple identities that a black person might hold, but the word choice is a 
poor one: it lumps together a large variety of ethnic groups under an 
umbrella term while excluding others who could accurately be described by 
the label but who do not meet the spirit of the term. For example, actress 
Charlize Theron is a blonde-haired, blue-eyed “African American.” She 
was born in South Africa and later became a U.S. citizen. Is her identity that 
of an “African American” as most of us understand the term? 


What Is Ethnicity? 


Ethnicity is a term that describes shared culture—the practices, values, and 
beliefs of a group. This culture might include shared language, religion, and 
traditions, among other commonalities. Like race, the term ethnicity is 
difficult to describe and its meaning has changed over time. And as with 
race, individuals may be identified or self-identify with ethnicities in 
complex, even contradictory, ways. For example, ethnic groups such as 
Irish, Italian American, Russian, Jewish, and Serbian might all be groups 
whose members are predominantly included in the “white” racial category. 
Conversely, the ethnic group British includes citizens from a multiplicity of 
racial backgrounds: black, white, Asian, and more, plus a variety of race 
combinations. These examples illustrate the complexity and overlap of 
these identifying terms. Ethnicity, like race, continues to be an identification 
method that individuals and institutions use today—whether through the 
census, affirmative action initiatives, nondiscrimination laws, or simply in 
personal day-to-day relations. 


What Are Minority Groups? 


Sociologist Louis Wirth (1945) defined a minority group as “any group of 
people who, because of their physical or cultural characteristics, are singled 
out from the others in the society in which they live for differential and 
unequal treatment, and who therefore regard themselves as objects of 
collective discrimination.” The term minority connotes discrimination, and 
in its sociological use, the term subordinate group can be used 
interchangeably with the term minority, while the term dominant group is 
often substituted for the group that’s in the majority. These definitions 
correlate to the concept that the dominant group is that which holds the 
most power in a given society, while subordinate groups are those who lack 
power compared to the dominant group. 


Note that being a numerical minority is not a characteristic of being a 
minority group; sometimes larger groups can be considered minority groups 
due to their lack of power. It is the lack of power that is the predominant 
characteristic of a minority, or subordinate group. For example, consider 
apartheid in South Africa, in which a numerical majority (the black 
inhabitants of the country) were exploited and oppressed by the white 
minority. 


According to Charles Wagley and Marvin Harris (1958), a minority group is 
distinguished by five characteristics: (1) unequal treatment and less power 
over their lives, (2) distinguishing physical or cultural traits like skin color 
or language, (3) involuntary membership in the group, (4) awareness of 
subordination, and (5) high rate of in-group marriage. Additional examples 
of minority groups might include the LBGT community, religious 
practitioners whose faith is not widely practiced where they live, and people 
with disabilities. 


Scapegoat theory, developed initially from Dollard’s (1939) Frustration- 
Aggression theory, suggests that the dominant group will displace its 
unfocused aggression onto a subordinate group. History has shown us many 
examples of the scapegoating of a subordinate group. An example from the 
last century is the way Adolf Hitler was able to blame the Jewish population 
for Germany’s social and economic problems. In the United States, recent 
immigrants have frequently been the scapegoat for the nation’s—or an 
individual’s—woes. Many states have enacted laws to disenfranchise 
immigrants; these laws are popular because they let the dominant group 
scapegoat a subordinate group. 


Summary 
Race is fundamentally a social construct. Ethnicity is a term that describes 


shared culture and national origin. Minority groups are defined by their lack 
of power. 


Section Quiz 


Exercise: 


Problem: The racial term “African American” can refer to: 


a. a black person living in the United States 
b. people whose ancestors came to the United States through the 
slave trade 


c. a white person who originated in Africa and now lives in the 
United States 
d. any of the above 


Solution: 
Answer 


D 


Exercise: 


Problem: What is the one defining feature of a minority group? 


a. Self-definition 

b. Numerical minority 

c. Lack of power 

d. Strong cultural identity 


Solution: 
Answer 


C 


Exercise: 


Problem: Ethnicity describes shared: 


a. beliefs 

b. language 

c. religion 

d. any of the above 


Solution: 
Answer 


D 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Which of the following is an example of a numerical majority being 
treated as a subordinate group? 


a. Jewish people in Germany 

b. Creoles in New Orleans 

c. White people in Brazil 

d. Blacks under apartheid in South Africa 


Solution: 
Answer 


D 
Exercise: 
Problem: Scapegoat theory shows that: 
a. subordinate groups blame dominant groups for their problems 
b. dominant groups blame subordinate groups for their problems 


c. some people are predisposed to prejudice 
d. all of the above 


Solution: 
Answer 


B 


Short Answer 


Exercise: 


Problem: 
Why do you think the term “minority” has persisted when the word 
“subordinate” is more descriptive? 

Exercise: 
Problem: 
How do you describe your ethnicity? Do you include your family’s 
country of origin? Do you consider yourself multiethnic? How does 


your ethnicity compare to that of the people you spend most of your 
time with? 


Further Research 


Explore aspects of race and ethnicity at PBS’s site, “What Is Race?”: 
http://openstaxcollege.org/I/PBS_ what is race 
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Glossary 


dominant group 
a group of people who have more power in a society than any of the 
subordinate groups 


ethnicity 
shared culture, which may include heritage, language, religion, and 
more 


minority group 
any group of people who are singled out from the others for 
differential and unequal treatment 


scapegoat theory 
a theory that suggests that the dominant group will displace its 
unfocused aggression onto a subordinate group 


social construction of race 
the school of thought that race is not biologically identifiable 


subordinate group 
a group of people who have less power than the dominant group 


Stereotypes, Prejudice, and Discrimination 


e Explain the difference between stereotypes, prejudice, discrimination, 
and racism 

e Identify different types of discrimination 

e View racial tension through a sociological lens 


The terms stereotype, prejudice, discrimination, and racism are often used 
interchangeably in everyday conversation. Let us explore the differences 
between these concepts. Stereotypes are oversimplified generalizations 
about groups of people. Stereotypes can be based on race, ethnicity, age, 
gender, sexual orientation—almost any characteristic. They may be positive 
(usually about one’s own group, such as when women suggest they are less 
likely to complain about physical pain) but are often negative (usually 
toward other groups, such as when members of a dominant racial group 
suggest that a subordinate racial group is stupid or lazy). In either case, the 
stereotype is a generalization that doesn’t take individual differences into 
account. 


Where do stereotypes come from? In fact new stereotypes are rarely 
created; rather, they are recycled from subordinate groups that have 
assimilated into society and are reused to describe newly subordinate 
groups. For example, many stereotypes that are currently used to 
characterize black people were used earlier in American history to 
characterize Irish and Eastern European immigrants. 


Prejudice and Racism 


Prejudice refers to the beliefs, thoughts, feelings, and attitudes someone 
holds about a group. A prejudice is not based on experience; instead, it is a 
prejudgment, originating outside actual experience. A 1970 documentary 
called Eye of the Storm illustrates the way in which prejudice develops, by 
showing how defining one category of people as superior (children with 
blue eyes) results in prejudice against people who are not part of the 
favored category. 


While prejudice is not necessarily specific to race, racism is a stronger type 
of prejudice used to justify the belief that one racial category is somehow 
superior or inferior to others; it is also a set of practices used by a racial 
majority to disadvantage a racial minority. The Ku Klux Klan is an example 
of a racist organization; its members' belief in white supremacy has 
encouraged over a century of hate crime and hate speech. 


Institutional racism refers to the way in which racism is embedded in the 
fabric of society. For example, the disproportionate number of black men 
arrested, charged, and convicted of crimes may reflect racial profiling, a 
form of institutional racism. 


Colorism is another kind of prejudice, in which someone believes one type 
of skin tone is superior or inferior to another within a racial group. Studies 
suggest that darker skinned African Americans experience more 
discrimination than lighter skinned African Americans (Herring, Keith, and 
Horton 2004; Klonoff and Landrine 2000). For example, if a white 
employer believes a black employee with a darker skin tone is less capable 
than a black employee with lighter skin tone, that is colorism. At least one 
study suggested the colorism affected racial socialization, with darker- 
skinned black male adolescents receiving more warnings about the danger 
of interacting with members of other racial groups than did lighter-skinned 
black male adolescents (Landor et al. 2013). 


Discrimination 


While prejudice refers to biased thinking, discrimination consists of 
actions against a group of people. Discrimination can be based on age, 
religion, health, and other indicators; race-based laws against discrimination 
strive to address this set of social problems. 


Discrimination based on race or ethnicity can take many forms, from unfair 
housing practices to biased hiring systems. Overt discrimination has long 
been part of U.S. history. In the late nineteenth century, it was not 
uncommon for business owners to hang signs that read, "Help Wanted: No 
Irish Need Apply." And southern Jim Crow laws, with their "Whites Only" 
signs, exemplified overt discrimination that is not tolerated today. 


However, we cannot erase discrimination from our culture just by enacting 
laws to abolish it. Even if a magic pill managed to eradicate racism from 
each individual's psyche, society itself would maintain it. Sociologist Emile 
Durkheim calls racism a social fact, meaning that it does not require the 
action of individuals to continue. The reasons for this are complex and 
relate to the educational, criminal, economic, and political systems that 
exist in our society. 


For example, when a newspaper identifies by race individuals accused of a 
crime, it may enhance stereotypes of a certain minority. Another example of 
racist practices is racial steering, in which real estate agents direct 
prospective homeowners toward or away from certain neighborhoods based 
on their race. Racist attitudes and beliefs are often more insidious and 
harder to pin down than specific racist practices. 


Prejudice and discrimination can overlap and intersect in many ways. To 
illustrate, here are four examples of how prejudice and discrimination can 
occur. Unprejudiced nondiscriminators are open-minded, tolerant, and 
accepting individuals. Unprejudiced discriminators might be those who 
unthinkingly practice sexism in their workplace by not considering females 
for certain positions that have traditionally been held by men. Prejudiced 
nondiscriminators are those who hold racist beliefs but don't act on them, 
such as a racist store owner who serves minority customers. Prejudiced 
discriminators include those who actively make disparaging remarks about 
others or who perpetrate hate crimes. 


Discrimination also manifests in different ways. The scenarios above are 
examples of individual discrimination, but other types exist. Institutional 
discrimination occurs when a societal system has developed with embedded 
disenfranchisement of a group, such as the U.S. military's historical 
nonacceptance of minority sexualities (the "don't ask, don't tell" policy 
reflected this norm). 


Institutional discrimination can also include the promotion of a group's 
status, such in the case of white privilege, which is the benefits people 
receive simply by being part of the dominant group. 


While most white people are willing to admit that nonwhite people live 
with a set of disadvantages due to the color of their skin, very few are 
willing to acknowledge the benefits they receive. 


Racial Tensions in the United States 


The death of Michael Brown in Ferguson, MO on August 9, 2014 illustrates 
racial tensions in the United States as well as the overlap between prejudice, 
discrimination, and institutional racism. On that day, Brown, a young 
unarmed black man, was killed by a white police officer named Darren 
Wilson. During the incident, Wilson directed Brown and his friend to walk 
on the sidewalk instead of in the street. While eyewitness accounts vary, 
they agree that an altercation occurred between Wilson and Brown. 
Wilson’s version has him shooting Brown in self-defense after Brown 
assaulted him, while Dorian Johnson, a friend of Brown also present at the 
time, claimed that Brown first ran away, then turned with his hands in the 
air to surrender, after which Johnson shot him repeatedly (Nobles and 
Bosman 2014). Three autopsies independently confirmed that Brown was 
shot six times (Lowery and Fears 2014). 


The shooting focused attention on a number of race-related tensions in the 
United States. First, members of the predominantly black community 
viewed Brown’s death as the result of a white police officer racially 
profiling a black man (Nobles and Bosman 2014). In the days after, it was 
revealed that only three members of the town’s fifty-three-member police 
force were black (Nobles and Bosman 2014). The national dialogue shifted 
during the next few weeks, with some commentators pointing to a 
nationwide sedimentation of racial inequality and identifying redlining in 
Ferguson as a cause of the unbalanced racial composition in the community, 
in local political establishments, and in the police force (Bouie 2014). 
Redlining is the practice of routinely refusing mortgages for households and 
businesses located in predominately minority communities, while 
sedimentation of racial inequality describes the intergenerational impact of 
both practical and legalized racism that limits the abilities of black people 
to accumulate wealth. 


Ferguson’s racial imbalance may explain in part why, even though in 2010 
only about 63 percent of its population was black, in 2013 blacks were 
detained in 86 percent of stops, 92 percent of searches, and 93 percent of 
arrests (Missouri Attorney General’s Office 2014). In addition, de facto 
segregation in Ferguson’s schools, a race-based wealth gap, urban sprawl, 
and a black unemployment rate three times that of the white unemployment 
rate worsened existing racial tensions in Ferguson while also reflecting 
nationwide racial inequalities (Bouie 2014). 


Multiple Identities 


Golfer Tiger Woods has 
Chinese, Thai, African 
American, Native 
American, and Dutch 
heritage. Individuals with 
multiple ethnic 
backgrounds are 


becoming more common. 
(Photo courtesy of 
familymwr/flickr) 


Prior to the twentieth century, racial intermarriage (referred to as 
miscegenation) was extremely rare, and in many places, illegal. In the later 
part of the twentieth century and in the twenty-first century, as [link] shows, 
attitudes have changed for the better. While the sexual subordination of 
slaves did result in children of mixed race, these children were usually 
considered black, and therefore, property. There was no concept of multiple 
racial identities with the possible exception of the Creole. Creole society 
developed in the port city of New Orleans, where a mixed-race culture grew 
from French and African inhabitants. Unlike in other parts of the country, 
“Creoles of color” had greater social, economic, and educational 
opportunities than most African Americans. 


Increasingly during the modern era, the removal of miscegenation laws and 
a trend toward equal rights and legal protection against racism have steadily 
reduced the social stigma attached to racial exogamy (exogamy refers to 
marriage outside a person’s core social unit). It is now common for the 
children of racially mixed parents to acknowledge and celebrate their 
various ethnic identities. Golfer Tiger Woods, for instance, has Chinese, 
Thai, African American, Native American, and Dutch heritage; he jokingly 
refers to his ethnicity as “Cablinasian,” a term he coined to combine several 
of his ethnic backgrounds. While this is the trend, it is not yet evident in all 
aspects of our society. For example, the U.S. Census only recently added 
additional categories for people to identify themselves, such as non-white 
Hispanic. A growing number of people chose multiple races to describe 
themselves on the 2010 Census, paving the way for the 2020 Census to 
provide yet more choices. 


Note: 
The Confederate Flag vs. the First Amendment 


To some, the Confederate flag is a 
symbol of pride in Southern history. 
To others, it is a grim reminder of a 

degrading period of the United States’ 
past. (Photo courtesy of 
Eyeliam/flickr) 


In January 2006, two girls walked into Burleson High School in Texas 
carrying purses that displayed large images of Confederate flags. School 
administrators told the girls that they were in violation of the dress code, 
which prohibited apparel with inappropriate symbolism or clothing that 
discriminated based on race. To stay in school, they’d have to have 
someone pick up their purses or leave them in the office. The girls chose to 
go home for the day but then challenged the school’s decision, appealing 
first to the principal, then to the district superintendent, then to the U.S. 
District Court, and finally to the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals. 

Why did the school ban the purses, and why did it stand behind that ban, 
even when being sued? Why did the girls, identified anonymously in court 
documents as A.M. and A.T., pursue such strong legal measures for their 
right to carry the purses? The issue, of course, is not the purses: it is the 
Confederate flag that adorns them. The parties in this case join a long line 
of people and institutions that have fought for their right to display it, 
saying such a display is covered by the First Amendment’s guarantee of 


free speech. In the end, the court sided with the district and noted that the 
Confederate flag carried symbolism significant enough to disrupt normal 
school activities. 

While many young people in the United States like to believe that racism is 
mostly in the country’s past, this case illustrates how racism and 
discrimination are quite alive today. If the Confederate flag is synonymous 
with slavery, is there any place for its display in modern society? Those 
who fight for their right to display the flag say such a display should be 
covered by the First Amendment: the right to free speech. But others say 
the flag is equivalent to hate speech. Do you think that displaying the 
Confederate flag should considered free speech or hate speech? 


Summary 


Stereotypes are oversimplified ideas about groups of people. Prejudice 
refers to thoughts and feelings, while discrimination refers to actions. 
Racism refers to the belief that one race is inherently superior or inferior to 
other races. 


Section Quiz 


Exercise: 


Problem: Stereotypes can be based on: 


a. race 
b. ethnicity 

c. gender 

d. all of the above 


Solution: 
Answer 


D 


Exercise: 


Problem: What is discrimination? 


a. Biased thoughts against an individual or group 
b. Biased actions against an individual or group 

c. Belief that a race different from yours is inferior 
d. Another word for stereotyping 


Solution: 
Answer 


B 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


Which of the following is the best explanation of racism as a social 
fact? 


a. It needs to be eradicated by laws. 
b. It is like a magic pill. 


c. It does not need the actions of individuals to continue. 
d. None of the above 


Solution: 
Answer 


C 


Short Answer 


Exercise: 


Problem: 
How do redlining and racial steering contribute to institutionalized 
racism? 
Exercise: 
Problem: 


Give an example of stereotyping that you see in everyday life. Explain 
what would need to happen for this to be eliminated. 


Further Research 


How far should First Amendment rights extend? Read more about the 
subject at the First Amendment Center: 
http://openstaxcollege.org/I/first_amendment center 


Learn more about institutional racism at https://openstax.org/I/SPL Center 


Learn more about how prejudice develops by watching the short 
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Glossary 


colorism 
the belief that one type of skin tone is superior or inferior to another 
within a racial group 


discrimination 
prejudiced action against a group of people 


institutional racism 
racism embedded in social institutions 


prejudice 
biased thought based on flawed assumptions about a group of people 


racial steering 
the act of real estate agents directing prospective homeowners toward 
or away from certain neighborhoods based on their race 


racism 
a set of attitudes, beliefs, and practices that are used to justify the 
belief that one racial category is somehow superior or inferior to others 


redlining 
the practice of routinely refusing mortgages for households and 
business located in predominately minority communities 


sedimentation of racial inequality 
the intergenerational impact of de facto and de jure racism that limits 
the abilities of black people to accumulate wealth 


stereotypes 
oversimplified ideas about groups of people 


white privilege 


the benefits people receive simply by being part of the dominant group 


Theories of Race and Ethnicity 


¢ Describe how major sociological perspectives view race and ethnicity 
e Identify examples of culture of prejudice 


Theoretical Perspectives 


We can examine issues of race and ethnicity through three major 
sociological perspectives: functionalism, conflict theory, and symbolic 
interactionism. As you read through these theories, ask yourself which one 
makes the most sense and why. Do we need more than one theory to explain 
racism, prejudice, stereotypes, and discrimination? 


Functionalism 


In the view of functionalism, racial and ethnic inequalities must have served 
an important function in order to exist as long as they have. This concept, of 
course, is problematic. How can racism and discrimination contribute 
positively to society? A functionalist might look at “functions” and 
“dysfunctions” caused by racial inequality. Nash (1964) focused his 
argument on the way racism is functional for the dominant group, for 
example, suggesting that racism morally justifies a racially unequal society. 
Consider the way slave owners justified slavery in the antebellum South, by 
suggesting black people were fundamentally inferior to white and preferred 
slavery to freedom. 


Another way to apply the functionalist perspective to racism is to discuss 
the way racism can contribute positively to the functioning of society by 
strengthening bonds between in-group members through the ostracism of 
out-group members. Consider how a community might increase solidarity 
by refusing to allow outsiders access. On the other hand, Rose (1951) 
suggested that dysfunctions associated with racism include the failure to 
take advantage of talent in the subjugated group, and that society must 
divert from other purposes the time and effort needed to maintain 
artificially constructed racial boundaries. Consider how much money, time, 


and effort went toward maintaining separate and unequal educational 
systems prior to the civil rights movement. 


Conflict Theory 


Conflict theories are often applied to inequalities of gender, social class, 
education, race, and ethnicity. A conflict theory perspective of U.S. history 
would examine the numerous past and current struggles between the white 
ruling class and racial and ethnic minorities, noting specific conflicts that 
have arisen when the dominant group perceived a threat from the minority 
group. In the late nineteenth century, the rising power of black Americans 
after the Civil War resulted in draconian Jim Crow laws that severely 
limited black political and social power. For example, Vivien Thomas 
(1910-1985), the black surgical technician who helped develop the 
groundbreaking surgical technique that saves the lives of “blue babies” was 
classified as a janitor for many years, and paid as such, despite the fact that 
he was conducting complicated surgical experiments. The years since the 
Civil War have showed a pattern of attempted disenfranchisement, with 
gerrymandering and voter suppression efforts aimed at predominantly 
minority neighborhoods. 


Feminist sociologist Patricia Hill Collins (1990) developed intersection 
theory, which suggests we cannot separate the effects of race, class, gender, 
sexual orientation, and other attributes. When we examine race and how it 
can bring us both advantages and disadvantages, it is important to 
acknowledge that the way we experience race is shaped, for example, by 
our gender and class. Multiple layers of disadvantage intersect to create the 
way we experience race. For example, if we want to understand prejudice, 
we must understand that the prejudice focused on a white woman because 
of her gender is very different from the layered prejudice focused on a poor 
Asian woman, who is affected by stereotypes related to being poor, being a 
woman, and her ethnic status. 


Interactionism 


For symbolic interactionists, race and ethnicity provide strong symbols as 
sources of identity. In fact, some interactionists propose that the symbols of 
race, not race itself, are what lead to racism. Famed Interactionist Herbert 
Blumer (1958) suggested that racial prejudice is formed through 
interactions between members of the dominant group: Without these 
interactions, individuals in the dominant group would not hold racist views. 
These interactions contribute to an abstract picture of the subordinate group 
that allows the dominant group to support its view of the subordinate group, 
and thus maintains the status quo. An example of this might be an 
individual whose beliefs about a particular group are based on images 
conveyed in popular media, and those are unquestionably believed because 
the individual has never personally met a member of that group. Another 
way to apply the interactionist perspective is to look at how people define 
their races and the race of others. As we discussed in relation to the social 
construction of race, since some people who claim a white identity have a 
greater amount of skin pigmentation than some people who claim a black 
identity, how did they come to define themselves as black or white? 


Culture of Prejudice 


Culture of prejudice refers to the theory that prejudice is embedded in our 
culture. We grow up surrounded by images of stereotypes and casual 
expressions of racism and prejudice. Consider the casually racist imagery 
on grocery store shelves or the stereotypes that fill popular movies and 
advertisements. It is easy to see how someone living in the Northeastern 
United States, who may know no Mexican Americans personally, might 
gain a stereotyped impression from such sources as Speedy Gonzalez or 
Taco Bell’s talking Chihuahua. Because we are all exposed to these images 
and thoughts, it is impossible to know to what extent they have influenced 
our thought processes. 


Summary 


Functionalist views of race study the role dominant and subordinate groups 
play to create a stable social structure. Conflict theorists examine power 
disparities and struggles between various racial and ethnic groups. 


Interactionists see race and ethnicity as important sources of individual 
identity and social symbolism. The concept of culture of prejudice 
recognizes that all people are subject to stereotypes that are ingrained in 
their culture. 


Section Quiz 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


As a Caucasian in the United States, being reasonably sure that you 
will be dealing with authority figures of the same race as you is a 
result of: 


a. intersection theory 
b. conflict theory 

c. white privilege 

d. scapegoating theory 


Solution: 
Answer 


C 


Exercise: 


Problem: Speedy Gonzalez is an example of: 


a. intersection theory 
b. stereotyping 

c. interactionist view 
d. culture of prejudice 


Solution: 
Answer 


Short Answer 


Exercise: 
Problem: 
Give three examples of white privilege. Do you know people who 
have experienced this? From what perspective? 
Exercise: 
Problem: 


What is the worst example of culture of prejudice you can think of? 
What are your reasons for thinking it is the worst? 


Further Research 


Do you know someone who practices white privilege? Do you practice it? 
Explore the concept with this checklist: 

http://openstaxcollege.org/I/white_ privilege checklist to see how much of it 
holds true for you or others. 
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Glossary 


culture of prejudice 
the theory that prejudice is embedded in our culture 


intersection theory 
theory that suggests we cannot separate the effects of race, class, 
gender, sexual orientation, and other attributes 


Intergroup Relationships 


e Explain different intergroup relations in terms of their relative levels of 
tolerance 

¢ Give historical and/or contemporary examples of each type of 
intergroup relation 


Intergroup relations (relationships between different groups of people) 
range along a spectrum between tolerance and intolerance. The most 
tolerant form of intergroup relations is pluralism, in which no distinction is 
made between minority and majority groups, but instead there’s equal 
standing. At the other end of the continuum are amalgamation, expulsion, 
and even genocide—stark examples of intolerant intergroup relations. 


Genocide 


Genocide, the deliberate annihilation of a targeted (usually subordinate) 
group, is the most toxic intergroup relationship. Historically, we can see that 
genocide has included both the intent to exterminate a group and the 
function of exterminating of a group, intentional or not. 


Possibly the most well-known case of genocide is Hitler’s attempt to 
exterminate the Jewish people in the first part of the twentieth century. Also 
known as the Holocaust, the explicit goal of Hitler’s “Final Solution” was 
the eradication of European Jewry, as well as the destruction of other 
minority groups such as Catholics, people with disabilities, and 
homosexuals. With forced emigration, concentration camps, and mass 
executions in gas chambers, Hitler’s Nazi regime was responsible for the 
deaths of 12 million people, 6 million of whom were Jewish. Hitler’s intent 
was Clear, and the high Jewish death toll certainly indicates that Hitler and 
his regime committed genocide. But how do we understand genocide that is 
not so overt and deliberate? 


The treatment of aboriginal Australians is also an example of genocide 
committed against indigenous people. Historical accounts suggest that 
between 1824 and 1908, white settlers killed more than 10,000 native 
aborigines in Tasmania and Australia (Tatz 2006). Another example is the 


European colonization of North America. Some historians estimate that 
Native American populations dwindled from approximately 12 million 
people in the year 1500 to barely 237,000 by the year 1900 (Lewy 2004). 
European settlers coerced American Indians off their own lands, often 
causing thousands of deaths in forced removals, such as occurred in the 
Cherokee or Potawatomi Trail of Tears. Settlers also enslaved Native 
Americans and forced them to give up their religious and cultural practices. 
But the major cause of Native American death was neither slavery nor war 
nor forced removal: it was the introduction of European diseases and 
Indians’ lack of immunity to them. Smallpox, diphtheria, and measles 
flourished among indigenous American tribes who had no exposure to the 
diseases and no ability to fight them. Quite simply, these diseases decimated 
the tribes. How planned this genocide was remains a topic of contention. 
Some argue that the spread of disease was an unintended effect of conquest, 
while others believe it was intentional citing rumors of smallpox-infected 
blankets being distributed as “gifts” to tribes. 


Genocide is not a just a historical concept; it is practiced today. Recently, 
ethnic and geographic conflicts in the Darfur region of Sudan have led to 
hundreds of thousands of deaths. As part of an ongoing land conflict, the 
Sudanese government and their state-sponsored Janjaweed militia have led 
a campaign of killing, forced displacement, and systematic rape of Darfuri 
people. Although a treaty was signed in 2011, the peace is fragile. 


Expulsion 


Expulsion refers to a subordinate group being forced, by a dominant group, 
to leave a certain area or country. As seen in the examples of the Trail of 
Tears and the Holocaust, expulsion can be a factor in genocide. However, it 
can also stand on its own as a destructive group interaction. Expulsion has 
often occurred historically with an ethnic or racial basis. In the United 
States, President Franklin D. Roosevelt issued Executive Order 9066 in 
1942, after the Japanese government’s attack on Pearl Harbor. The Order 
authorized the establishment of internment camps for anyone with as little 
as one-eighth Japanese ancestry (i.e., one great-grandparent who was 
Japanese). Over 120,000 legal Japanese residents and Japanese U.S. 
citizens, many of them children, were held in these camps for up to four 


years, despite the fact that there was never any evidence of collusion or 
espionage. (In fact, many Japanese Americans continued to demonstrate 
their loyalty to the United States by serving in the U.S. military during the 
War.) In the 1990s, the U.S. executive branch issued a formal apology for 
this expulsion; reparation efforts continue today. 


Segregation 


Segregation refers to the physical separation of two groups, particularly in 
residence, but also in workplace and social functions. It is important to 
distinguish between de jure segregation (segregation that is enforced by 
law) and de facto segregation (segregation that occurs without laws but 
because of other factors). A stark example of de jure segregation is the 
apartheid movement of South Africa, which existed from 1948 to 1994. 
Under apartheid, black South Africans were stripped of their civil rights and 
forcibly relocated to areas that segregated them physically from their white 
compatriots. Only after decades of degradation, violent uprisings, and 
international advocacy was apartheid finally abolished. 


De jure segregation occurred in the United States for many years after the 
Civil War. During this time, many former Confederate states passed Jim 
Crow laws that required segregated facilities for blacks and whites. These 
laws were codified in 1896’s landmark Supreme Court case Plessy v. 
Ferguson, which stated that “separate but equal” facilities were 
constitutional. For the next five decades, blacks were subjected to legalized 
discrimination, forced to live, work, and go to school in separate—but 
unequal—facilities. It wasn’t until 1954 and the Brown v. Board of 
Education case that the Supreme Court declared that “separate educational 
facilities are inherently unequal,” thus ending de jure segregation in the 
United States. 


In the “Jim Crow” South, it was 
legal to have “separate but 
equal” facilities for blacks and 
whites. (Photo courtesy of 
Library of Congress/Wikimedia 
Commons) 


De facto segregation, however, cannot be abolished by any court mandate. 
Segregation is still alive and well in the United States, with different racial 
or ethnic groups often segregated by neighborhood, borough, or parish. 
Sociologists use segregation indices to measure racial segregation of 
different races in different areas. The indices employ a scale from zero to 
100, where zero is the most integrated and 100 is the least. In the New York 
metropolitan area, for instance, the black-white segregation index was 
seventy-nine for the years 2005-2009. This means that 79 percent of either 
blacks or whites would have to move in order for each neighborhood to 
have the same racial balance as the whole metro region (Population Studies 
Center 2010). 


Pluralism 


Pluralism is represented by the ideal of the United States as a “salad bowl”: 
a great mixture of different cultures where each culture retains its own 
identity and yet adds to the flavor of the whole. True pluralism is 
characterized by mutual respect on the part of all cultures, both dominant 


and subordinate, creating a multicultural environment of acceptance. In 
reality, true pluralism is a difficult goal to reach. In the United States, the 
mutual respect required by pluralism is often missing, and the nation’s past 
pluralist model of a melting pot posits a society where cultural differences 
aren’t embraced as much as erased. 


Assimilation 


Assimilation describes the process by which a minority individual or group 
gives up its own identity by taking on the characteristics of the dominant 
culture. In the United States, which has a history of welcoming and 
absorbing immigrants from different lands, assimilation has been a function 
of immigration. 


For many immigrants to 
the United States, the 
Statue of Liberty is a 

symbol of freedom and a 

new life. Unfortunately, 
they often encounter 


prejudice and 
discrimination. (Photo 
courtesy of Mark 
Heard/flickr) 


Most people in the United States have immigrant ancestors. In relatively 
recent history, between 1890 and 1920, the United States became home to 
around 24 million immigrants. In the decades since then, further waves of 
immigrants have come to these shores and have eventually been absorbed 
into U.S. culture, sometimes after facing extended periods of prejudice and 
discrimination. Assimilation may lead to the loss of the minority group’s 
cultural identity as they become absorbed into the dominant culture, but 
assimilation has minimal to no impact on the majority group’s cultural 
identity. 


Some groups may keep only symbolic gestures of their original ethnicity. 
For instance, many Irish Americans may celebrate Saint Patrick’s Day, 
many Hindu Americans enjoy a Diwali festival, and many Mexican 
Americans may celebrate Cinco de Mayo (a May 5 acknowledgment of 
Mexico's victory at the 1862 Battle of Puebla). However, for the rest of the 
year, other aspects of their originating culture may be forgotten. 


Assimilation is antithetical to the “salad bow!” created by pluralism; rather 
than maintaining their own cultural flavor, subordinate cultures give up 
their own traditions in order to conform to their new environment. 
Sociologists measure the degree to which immigrants have assimilated to a 
new culture with four benchmarks: socioeconomic status, spatial 
concentration, language assimilation, and intermarriage. When faced with 
racial and ethnic discrimination, it can be difficult for new immigrants to 
fully assimilate. Language assimilation, in particular, can be a formidable 
barrier, limiting employment and educational options and therefore 
constraining growth in socioeconomic status. 


Amalgamation 


Amalgamation is the process by which a minority group and a majority 
group combine to form a new group. Amalgamation creates the classic 
“melting pot” analogy; unlike the “salad bowl,” in which each culture 
retains its individuality, the “melting pot” ideal sees the combination of 
cultures that results in a new culture entirely. 


Amalgamation, also known as miscegenation, is achieved through 
intermarriage between races. In the United States, antimiscegenation laws 
flourished in the South during the Jim Crow era. It wasn’t until 1967’s 
Loving v. Virginia that the last antimiscegenation law was struck from the 
books, making these laws unconstitutional. 


Summary 


Intergroup relations range from a tolerant approach of pluralism to 
intolerance as severe as genocide. In pluralism, groups retain their own 
identity. In assimilation, groups conform to the identity of the dominant 
group. In amalgamation, groups combine to form a new group identity. 


Section Quiz 


Exercise: 


Problem: Which intergroup relation displays the least tolerance? 


a. Segregation 
b. Assimilation 
c. Genocide 

d. Expulsion 


Solution: 
Answer 


C 


Exercise: 


Problem: What doctrine justified legal segregation in the South? 


a. Jim Crow 

b. Plessy v. Ferguson 
c. De jure 

d. Separate but equal 


Solution: 
Answer 
D 
Exercise: 
Problem: 


What intergroup relationship is represented by the “salad bowl” 
metaphor? 


a. Assimilation 
b. Pluralism 

c. Amalgamation 
d. Segregation 


Solution: 
Answer 


B 
Exercise: 


Problem: 
Amalgamation is represented by the metaphor. 


a. melting pot 
b. Statue of Liberty 


c. salad bowl 
d. separate but equal 


Solution: 
Answer 


A 


Short Answer 


Exercise: 
Problem: 
Do you believe immigration laws should foster an approach of 


pluralism, assimilation, or amalgamation? Which perspective do you 
think is most supported by current U.S. immigration policies? 


Exercise: 
Problem: 


Which intergroup relation do you think is the most beneficial to the 
subordinate group? To society as a whole? Why? 


Further Research 
So you think you know your own assumptions? Check and find out with the 
Implicit Association Test: 


http://openstaxcollege.org/l/implicit association test 


What do you know about the treatment of Australia’s aboriginal 
population? Find out more by viewing the feature-length documentary Our 
Generation: https://openstax.org/l/Our_Gen 
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Glossary 


amalgamation 
the process by which a minority group and a majority group combine 
to form a new group 


assimilation 
the process by which a minority individual or group takes on the 
characteristics of the dominant culture 


expulsion 
the act of a dominant group forcing a subordinate group to leave a 
certain area or even the country 


genocide 
the deliberate annihilation of a targeted (usually subordinate) group 


pluralism 
the ideal of the United States as a “salad bowl:” a mixture of different 
cultures where each culture retains its own identity and yet adds to the 
“flavor” of the whole 


segregation 
the physical separation of two groups, particularly in residence, but 
also in workplace and social functions 


Race and Ethnicity in the United States 


¢ Compare and contrast the different experiences of various ethnic 
groups in the United States 

e Apply theories of intergroup relations, race, and ethnicity to different 
subordinate groups 


When colonists came to the New World, they found a land that did not need 
“discovering” since it was already occupied. While the first wave of 
immigrants came from Western Europe, eventually the bulk of people 
entering North America were from Northern Europe, then Eastern Europe, 
then Latin America and Asia. And let us not forget the forced immigration 
of African slaves. Most of these groups underwent a period of 
disenfranchisement in which they were relegated to the bottom of the social 
hierarchy before they managed (for those who could) to achieve social 
mobility. Today, our society is multicultural, although the extent to which 
this multiculturality is embraced varies, and the many manifestations of 
multiculturalism carry significant political repercussions. The sections 
below will describe how several groups became part of U.S. society, discuss 
the history of intergroup relations for each faction, and assess each group’s 
status today. 


Native Americans 


The only nonimmigrant ethnic group in the United States, Native 
Americans once numbered in the millions but by 2010 made up only 0.9 
percent of U.S. populace; see above (U.S. Census 2010). Currently, about 
2.9 million people identify themselves as Native American alone, while an 
additional 2.3 million identify them as Native American mixed with another 
ethnic group (Norris, Vines, and Hoeffel 2012). 


Note: 
Sports Teams with Native American Names 


Many Native Americans (and others) believe 
sports teams with names like the Indians, Braves, 
and Warriors perpetuate unwelcome stereotypes. 
(Photo (a) courtesy of public domain/Wikimedia 

Commons; Photo (b) courtesy of Chris 
Brown/flickr) 


The sports world abounds with team names like the Indians, the Warriors, 
the Braves, and even the Savages and Redskins. These names arise from 
historically prejudiced views of Native Americans as fierce, brave, and 
strong savages: attributes that would be beneficial to a sports team, but are 
not necessarily beneficial to people in the United States who should be 
seen as more than just fierce savages. 

Since the civil rights movement of the 1960s, the National Congress of 
American Indians (NCAT) has been campaigning against the use of such 
mascots, asserting that the “warrior savage myth . . . reinforces the racist 
view that Indians are uncivilized and uneducated and it has been used to 
justify policies of forced assimilation and destruction of Indian culture” 
(NCAI Resolution #TUL-05-087 2005). The campaign has met with only 
limited success. While some teams have changed their names, hundreds of 
professional, college, and K-12 school teams still have names derived 
from this stereotype. Another group, American Indian Cultural Support 
(AICS), is especially concerned with the use of such names at K-12 
schools, influencing children when they should be gaining a fuller and 


more realistic understanding of Native Americans than such stereotypes 
supply. 

What do you think about such names? Should they be allowed or banned? 
What argument would a symbolic interactionist make on this topic? 


How and Why They Came 


The earliest immigrants to America arrived millennia before European 
immigrants. Dates of the migration are debated with estimates ranging from 
between 45,000 and 12,000 BCE. It is thought that early Indians migrated 
to this new land in search of big game to hunt, which they found in huge 
herds of grazing herbivores in the Americas. Over the centuries and then the 
millennia, Native American culture blossomed into an intricate web of 
hundreds of interconnected tribes, each with its own customs, traditions, 
languages, and religions. 


History of Intergroup Relations 


Native American culture prior to European settlement is referred to as Pre- 
Columbian: that is, prior to the coming of Christopher Columbus in 1492. 
Mistakenly believing that he had landed in the East Indies, Columbus 
named the indigenous people “Indians,” a name that has persisted for 
centuries despite being a geographical misnomer and one used to blanket 
500 distinct groups who each have their own languages and traditions. 


The history of intergroup relations between European colonists and Native 
Americans is a brutal one. As discussed in the section on genocide, the 
effect of European settlement of the Americans was to nearly destroy the 
indigenous population. And although Native Americans’ lack of immunity 
to European diseases caused the most deaths, overt mistreatment of Native 
Americans by Europeans was devastating as well. 


From the first Spanish colonists to the French, English, and Dutch who 
followed, European settlers took what land they wanted and expanded 


across the continent at will. If indigenous people tried to retain their 
stewardship of the land, Europeans fought them off with superior weapons. 
A key element of this issue is the indigenous view of land and land 
ownership. Most tribes considered the earth a living entity whose resources 
they were stewards of, the concepts of land ownership and conquest didn’t 
exist in Native American society. Europeans’ domination of the Americas 
was indeed a conquest; one scholar points out that Native Americans are the 
only minority group in the United States whose subordination occurred 
purely through conquest by the dominant group (Marger 1993). 


After the establishment of the United States government, discrimination 
against Native Americans was codified and formalized in a series of laws 
intended to subjugate them and keep them from gaining any power. Some 
of the most impactful laws are as follows: 


e The Indian Removal Act of 1830 forced the relocation of any native 
tribes east of the Mississippi River to lands west of the river. 

¢ The Indian Appropriation Acts funded further removals and declared 
that no Indian tribe could be recognized as an independent nation, 
tribe, or power with which the U.S. government would have to make 
treaties. This made it even easier for the U.S. government to take land 
it wanted. 

e The Dawes Act of 1887 reversed the policy of isolating Native 
Americans on reservations, instead forcing them onto individual 
properties that were intermingled with white settlers, thereby reducing 
their capacity for power as a group. 


Native American culture was further eroded by the establishment of Indian 
boarding schools in the late nineteenth century. These schools, run by both 
Christian missionaries and the United States government, had the express 
purpose of “civilizing” Native American children and assimilating them 
into white society. The boarding schools were located off-reservation to 
ensure that children were separated from their families and culture. Schools 
forced children to cut their hair, speak English, and practice Christianity. 
Physical and sexual abuses were rampant for decades; only in 1987 did the 
Bureau of Indian Affairs issue a policy on sexual abuse in boarding schools. 
Some scholars argue that many of the problems that Native Americans face 


today result from almost a century of mistreatment at these boarding 
schools. 


Current Status 


The eradication of Native American culture continued until the 1960s, when 
Native Americans were able to participate in and benefit from the civil 
rights movement. The Indian Civil Rights Act of 1968 guaranteed Indian 
tribes most of the rights of the United States Bill of Rights. New laws like 
the Indian Self-Determination Act of 1975 and the Education Assistance 
Act of the same year recognized tribal governments and gave them more 
power. Indian boarding schools have dwindled to only a few, and Native 
American cultural groups are striving to preserve and maintain old 
traditions to keep them from being lost forever. 


However, Native Americans (some of whom now wished to be called 
American Indians so as to avoid the “savage” connotations of the term 
“native”) still suffer the effects of centuries of degradation. Long-term 
poverty, inadequate education, cultural dislocation, and high rates of 
unemployment contribute to Native American populations falling to the 
bottom of the economic spectrum. Native Americans also suffer 
disproportionately with lower life expectancies than most groups in the 
United States. 


African Americans 


As discussed in the section on race, the term African American can be a 
misnomer for many individuals. Many people with dark skin may have their 
more recent roots in Europe or the Caribbean, seeing themselves as 
Dominican American or Dutch American. Further, actual immigrants from 
Africa may feel that they have more of a claim to the term African 
American than those who are many generations removed from ancestors 
who originally came to this country. This section will focus on the 
experience of the slaves who were transported from Africa to the United 


States, and their progeny. Currently, the U.S. Census Bureau (2014) 
estimates that 13.2 percent of the United States’ population is black. 


How and Why They Came 


If Native Americans are the only minority group whose subordinate status 
occurred by conquest, African Americans are the exemplar minority group 
in the United States whose ancestors did not come here by choice. A Dutch 
sea Captain brought the first Africans to the Virginia colony of Jamestown 
in 1619 and sold them as indentured servants. This was not an uncommon 
practice for either blacks or whites, and indentured servants were in high 
demand. For the next century, black and white indentured servants worked 
side by side. But the growing agricultural economy demanded greater and 
cheaper labor, and by 1705, Virginia passed the slave codes declaring that 
any foreign-born non-Christian could be a slave, and that slaves were 
considered property. 


The next 150 years saw the rise of U.S. slavery, with black Africans being 
kidnapped from their own lands and shipped to the New World on the trans- 
Atlantic journey known as the Middle Passage. Once in the Americas, the 
black population grew until U.S.-born blacks outnumbered those born in 
Africa. But colonial (and later, U.S.) slave codes declared that the child of a 
Slave was a Slave, so the slave class was created. By 1808, the slave trade 
was internal in the United States, with slaves being bought and sold across 
state lines like livestock. 


History of Intergroup Relations 


There is no starker illustration of the dominant-subordinate group 
relationship than that of slavery. In order to justify their severely 
discriminatory behavior, slaveholders and their supporters had to view 
blacks as innately inferior. Slaves were denied even the most basic rights of 
citizenship, a crucial factor for slaveholders and their supporters. Slavery 
poses an excellent example of conflict theory’s perspective on race 


relations; the dominant group needed complete control over the subordinate 
group in order to maintain its power. Whippings, executions, rapes, denial 
of schooling and health care were all permissible and widely practiced. 


Slavery eventually became an issue over which the nation divided into 
geographically and ideologically distinct factions, leading to the Civil War. 
And while the abolition of slavery on moral grounds was certainly a 
catalyst to war, it was not the only driving force. Students of U.S. history 
will know that the institution of slavery was crucial to the Southern 
economy, whose production of crops like rice, cotton, and tobacco relied on 
the virtually limitless and cheap labor that slavery provided. In contrast, the 
North didn’t benefit economically from slavery, resulting in an economic 
disparity tied to racial/political issues. 


A century later, the civil rights movement was characterized by boycotts, 
marches, sit-ins, and freedom rides: demonstrations by a subordinate group 
that would no longer willingly submit to domination. The major blow to 
America’s formally institutionalized racism was the Civil Rights Act of 
1964. This Act, which is still followed today, banned discrimination based 
on race, color, religion, sex, or national origin. Some sociologists, however, 
would argue that institutionalized racism persists. 


Current Status 


Although government-sponsored, formalized discrimination against African 
Americans has been outlawed, true equality does not yet exist. The National 
Urban League’s 2011 Equality Index reports that blacks’ overall equality 
level with whites has dropped in the past year, from 71.5 percent to 71.1 
percent in 2010. The Index, which has been published since 2005, notes a 
growing trend of increased inequality with whites, especially in the areas of 
unemployment, insurance coverage, and incarceration. Blacks also trail 
whites considerably in the areas of economics, health, and education. 


To what degree do racism and prejudice contribute to this continued 
inequality? The answer is complex. 2008 saw the election of this country’s 
first African American president: Barack Hussein Obama. Despite being 


popularly identified as black, we should note that President Obama is of a 
mixed background that is equally white, and although all presidents have 
been publicly mocked at times (Gerald Ford was depicted as a klutz, Bill 
Clinton as someone who could not control his libido), a startling percentage 
of the critiques of Obama have been based on his race. The most blatant of 
these was the controversy over his birth certificate, where the “birther” 
movement questioned his citizenship and right to hold office. Although 
blacks have come a long way from slavery, the echoes of centuries of 
disempowerment are still evident. 


Asian Americans 


Like many groups this section discusses, Asian Americans represent a great 
diversity of cultures and backgrounds. The experience of a Japanese 
American whose family has been in the United States for three generations 
will be drastically different from a Laotian American who has only been in 
the United States for a few years. This section primarily discusses Chinese, 
Japanese, and Vietnamese immigrants and shows the differences between 
their experiences. The most recent estimate from the U.S. Census Bureau 
(2014) suggest about 5.3 percent of the population identify themselves as 
Asian. 


How and Why They Came 


The national and ethnic diversity of Asian American immigration history is 
reflected in the variety of their experiences in joining U.S. society. Asian 
immigrants have come to the United States in waves, at different times, and 
for different reasons. 


The first Asian immigrants to come to the United States in the mid- 
nineteenth century were Chinese. These immigrants were primarily men 
whose intention was to work for several years in order to earn incomes to 
support their families in China. Their main destination was the American 
West, where the Gold Rush was drawing people with its lure of abundant 
money. The construction of the Transcontinental Railroad was underway at 


this time, and the Central Pacific section hired thousands of migrant 
Chinese men to complete the laying of rails across the rugged Sierra 
Nevada mountain range. Chinese men also engaged in other manual labor 
like mining and agricultural work. The work was grueling and underpaid, 
but like many immigrants, they persevered. 


Japanese immigration began in the 1880s, on the heels of the Chinese 
Exclusion Act of 1882. Many Japanese immigrants came to Hawaii to 
participate in the sugar industry; others came to the mainland, especially to 
California. Unlike the Chinese, however, the Japanese had a strong 
government that negotiated with the U.S. government to ensure the well- 
being of their immigrants. Japanese men were able to bring their wives and 
families to the United States, and were thus able to produce second- and 
third-generation Japanese Americans more quickly than their Chinese 
counterparts. 


The most recent large-scale Asian immigration came from Korea and 
Vietnam and largely took place during the second half of the twentieth 
century. While Korean immigration has been fairly gradual, Vietnamese 
immigration occurred primarily post-1975, after the fall of Saigon and the 
establishment of restrictive communist policies in Vietnam. Whereas many 
Asian immigrants came to the United States to seek better economic 
opportunities, Vietnamese immigrants came as political refugees, seeking 
asylum from harsh conditions in their homeland. The Refugee Act of 1980 
helped them to find a place to settle in the United States. 


Thirty-five 
Vietnamese 
refugees wait to 
be taken aboard 
the amphibious 
USS Blue Ridge 
(LCC-19). They 
are being 
rescued from a 
thirty-five-foot 
fishing boat 350 
miles northeast 
of Cam Ranh 
Bay, Vietnam, 
after spending 
eight days at 
sea. (Photo 
courtesy of U.S. 
Navy/Wikimedi 
a Commons) 


History of Intergroup Relations 


Chinese immigration came to an abrupt end with the Chinese Exclusion Act 
of 1882. This act was a result of anti-Chinese sentiment burgeoned by a 
depressed economy and loss of jobs. White workers blamed Chinese 
migrants for taking jobs, and the passage of the Act meant the number of 
Chinese workers decreased. Chinese men did not have the funds to return to 
China or to bring their families to the United States, so they remained 
physically and culturally segregated in the Chinatowns of large cities. Later 
legislation, the Immigration Act of 1924, further curtailed Chinese 
immigration. The Act included the race-based National Origins Act, which 
was aimed at keeping U.S. ethnic stock as undiluted as possible by reducing 


“undesirable” immigrants. It was not until after the Immigration and 
Nationality Act of 1965 that Chinese immigration again increased, and 
many Chinese families were reunited. 


Although Japanese Americans have deep, long-reaching roots in the United 
States, their history here has not always been smooth. The California Alien 
Land Law of 1913 was aimed at them and other Asian immigrants, and it 
prohibited aliens from owning land. An even uglier action was the Japanese 
internment camps of World War II, discussed earlier as an illustration of 
expulsion. 


Current Status 


Asian Americans certainly have been subject to their share of racial 
prejudice, despite the seemingly positive stereotype as the model minority. 
The model minority stereotype is applied to a minority group that is seen 
as reaching significant educational, professional, and socioeconomic levels 
without challenging the existing establishment. 


This stereotype is typically applied to Asian groups in the United States, 
and it can result in unrealistic expectations, by putting a stigma on members 
of this group that do not meet the expectations. Stereotyping all Asians as 
smart and capable can also lead to a lack of much-needed government 
assistance and to educational and professional discrimination. 


Hispanic Americans 


Hispanic Americans have a wide range of backgrounds and nationalities. 
The segment of the U.S. population that self-identifies as Hispanic in 2013 
was recently estimated at 17.1 percent of the total (U.S. Census Bureau 
2014). According to the 2010 U.S. Census, about 75 percent of the 
respondents who identify as Hispanic report being of Mexican, Puerto 
Rican, or Cuban origin. Of the total Hispanic group, 60 percent reported as 
Mexican, 44 percent reported as Cuban, and 9 percent reported as Puerto 
Rican. Remember that the U.S. Census allows people to report as being 
more than one ethnicity. 


Not only are there wide differences among the different origins that make 
up the Hispanic American population, but there are also different names for 
the group itself. The 2010 U.S. Census states that “Hispanic” or “Latino” 
refers to a person of Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican, South or Central 
American, or other Spanish culture or origin regardless of race.” There have 
been some disagreements over whether Hispanic or Latino is the correct 
term for a group this diverse, and whether it would be better for people to 
refer to themselves as being of their origin specifically, for example, 
Mexican American or Dominican American. This section will compare the 
experiences of Mexican Americans and Cuban Americans. 


How and Why They Came 


Mexican Americans form the largest Hispanic subgroup and also the oldest. 
Mexican migration to the United States started in the early 1900s in 
response to the need for cheap agricultural labor. Mexican migration was 
often circular; workers would stay for a few years and then go back to 
Mexico with more money than they could have made in their country of 
origin. The length of Mexico’s shared border with the United States has 
made immigration easier than for many other immigrant groups. 


Cuban Americans are the second-largest Hispanic subgroup, and their 
history is quite different from that of Mexican Americans. The main wave 
of Cuban immigration to the United States started after Fidel Castro came 
to power in 1959 and reached its crest with the Mariel boatlift in 1980. 
Castro’s Cuban Revolution ushered in an era of communism that continues 
to this day. To avoid having their assets seized by the government, many 
wealthy and educated Cubans migrated north, generally to the Miami area. 


History of Intergroup Relations 


For several decades, Mexican workers crossed the long border into the 
United States, both legally and illegally, to work in the fields that provided 
produce for the developing United States. Western growers needed a steady 


supply of labor, and the 1940s and 1950s saw the official federal Bracero 
Program (bracero is Spanish for strong-arm) that offered protection to 
Mexican guest workers. Interestingly, 1954 also saw the enactment of 
“Operation Wetback,” which deported thousands of illegal Mexican 
workers. From these examples, we can see the U.S. treatment of 
immigration from Mexico has been ambivalent at best. 


Sociologist Douglas Massey (2006) suggests that although the average 
standard of living than in Mexico may be lower in the United States, it is 
not so low as to make permanent migration the goal of most Mexicans. 
However, the strengthening of the border that began with 1986’s 
Immigration Reform and Control Act has made one-way migration the rule 
for most Mexicans. Massey argues that the rise of illegal one-way 
immigration of Mexicans is a direct outcome of the law that was intended to 
reduce it. 


Cuban Americans, perhaps because of their relative wealth and education 
level at the time of immigration, have fared better than many immigrants. 
Further, because they were fleeing a Communist country, they were given 
refugee status and offered protection and social services. The Cuban 
Migration Agreement of 1995 has curtailed legal immigration from Cuba, 
leading many Cubans to try to immigrate illegally by boat. According to a 
2009 report from the Congressional Research Service, the U.S. government 
applies a “wet foot/dry foot” policy toward Cuban immigrants; Cubans who 
are intercepted while still at sea will be returned to Cuba, while those who 
reach the shore will be permitted to stay in the United States. 


Current Status 


Mexican Americans, especially those who are here illegally, are at the 
center of a national debate about immigration. Myers (2007) observes that 
no other minority group (except the Chinese) has immigrated to the United 
States in such an environment of illegality. He notes that in some years, 
three times as many Mexican immigrants may have entered the United 
States illegally as those who arrived legally. It should be noted that this is 
due to enormous disparity of economic opportunity on two sides of an open 


border, not because of any inherent inclination to break laws. In his report, 
“Measuring Immigrant Assimilation in the United States,” Jacob Vigdor 
(2008) states that Mexican immigrants experience relatively low rates of 
economic and civic assimilation. He further suggests that “the slow rates of 
economic and civic assimilation set Mexicans apart from other immigrants, 
and may reflect the fact that the large numbers of Mexican immigrants 
residing in the United States illegally have few opportunities to advance 
themselves along these dimensions.” 


By contrast, Cuban Americans are often seen as a model minority group 
within the larger Hispanic group. Many Cubans had higher socioeconomic 
status when they arrived in this country, and their anti-Communist agenda 
has made them welcome refugees to this country. In south Florida, 
especially, Cuban Americans are active in local politics and professional 
life. As with Asian Americans, however, being a model minority can mask 
the issue of powerlessness that these minority groups face in U.S. society. 


Note: 
Arizona’s Senate Bill 1070 


Protesters in Arizona 


dispute the harsh new 
anti-immigration law. 
(Photo courtesy of 
rprathap/flickr) 


As both legal and illegal immigrants, and with high population numbers, 
Mexican Americans are often the target of stereotyping, racism, and 
discrimination. A harsh example of this is in Arizona, where a stringent 
immigration law—known as SB 1070 (for Senate Bill 1070)—has caused a 
nationwide controversy. The law requires that during a lawful stop, 
detention, or arrest, Arizona police officers must establish the immigration 
status of anyone they suspect may be here illegally. The law makes it a 
crime for individuals to fail to have documents confirming their legal 
status, and it gives police officers the right to detain people they suspect 
may be in the country illegally. 

To many, the most troublesome aspect of this law is the latitude it affords 
police officers in terms of whose citizenship they may question. Having 
“reasonable suspicion that the person is an alien who is unlawfully present 
in the United States” is reason enough to demand immigration papers 
(Senate Bill 1070 2010). Critics say this law will encourage racial profiling 
(the illegal practice of law enforcement using race as a basis for suspecting 
someone of a crime), making it hazardous to be caught “Driving While 
Brown,” a takeoff on the legal term Driving While Intoxicated (DWI) or 
the slang reference of “Driving While Black.” Driving While Brown refers 
to the likelihood of getting pulled over just for being nonwhite. 

SB 1070 has been the subject of many lawsuits, from parties as diverse as 
Arizona police officers, the American Civil Liberties Union, and even the 
federal government, which is suing on the basis of Arizona contradicting 
federal immigration laws (ACLU 2011). The future of SB 1070 is 
uncertain, but many other states have tried or are trying to pass similar 
measures. Do you think such measures are appropriate? 


Arab Americans 


If ever a category was hard to define, the various groups lumped under the 
name “Arab American” is it. After all, Hispanic Americans or Asian 
Americans are so designated because of their counties of origin. But for 
Arab Americans, their country of origin—Arabia—has not existed for 
centuries. In addition, Arab Americans represent all religious practices, 
despite the stereotype that all Arabic people practice Islam. As Myers 


(2007) asserts, not all Arabs are Muslim, and not all Muslims are Arab, 
complicating the stereotype of what it means to be an Arab American. 
Geographically, the Arab region comprises the Middle East and parts of 
northern Africa. People whose ancestry lies in that area or who speak 
primarily Arabic may consider themselves Arabs. 


The U.S. Census has struggled with the issue of Arab identity. The 2010 
Census, as in previous years, did not offer an “Arab” box to check under the 
question of race. Individuals who want to be counted as Arabs had to check 
the box for “Some other race” and then write in their race. However, when 
the Census data is tallied, they will be marked as white. This is problematic, 
however, denying Arab Americans opportunities for federal assistance. 
According to the best estimates of the U.S. Census Bureau, the Arabic 
population in the United States grew from 850,000 in 1990 to 1.2 million in 
2000, an increase of .07 percent (Asi and Beaulieu 2013). 


Why They Came 


The first Arab immigrants came to this country in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. They were predominantly Syrian, Lebanese, and 
Jordanian Christians, and they came to escape persecution and to make a 
better life. These early immigrants and their descendants, who were more 
likely to think of themselves as Syrian or Lebanese than Arab, represent 
almost half of the Arab American population today (Myers 2007). 
Restrictive immigration policies from the 1920s until 1965 curtailed all 
immigration, but Arab immigration since 1965 has been steady. Immigrants 
from this time period have been more likely to be Muslim and more highly 
educated, escaping political unrest and looking for better opportunities. 


History of Intergroup Relations 


Relations between Arab Americans and the dominant majority have been 
marked by mistrust, misinformation, and deeply entrenched beliefs. Helen 
Samhan of the Arab American Institute suggests that Arab-Israeli conflicts 


in the 1970s contributed significantly to cultural and political anti-Arab 
sentiment in the United States (2001). The United States has historically 
supported the State of Israel, while some Middle Eastern countries deny the 
existence of the Israeli state. Disputes over these issues have involved 
Egypt, Syria, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, and Palestine. 


As is often the case with stereotyping and prejudice, the actions of 
extremists come to define the entire group, regardless of the fact that most 
U.S. citizens with ties to the Middle Eastern community condemn terrorist 
actions, as do most inhabitants of the Middle East. Would it be fair to judge 
all Catholics by the events of the Inquisition? Of course, the United States 
was deeply affected by the events of September 11, 2001. This event has 
left a deep scar on the American psyche, and it has fortified anti-Arab 
sentiment for a large percentage of Americans. In the first month after 9/11, 
hundreds of hate crimes were perpetrated against people who looked like 
they might be of Arab descent. 


The proposed Park51 Muslim Community Center generated heated 
controversy due to its close proximity to Ground Zero. In these photos, 
people march in protest against the center, while counter-protesters 
demonstrate their support. (Photos (a) and (b) courtesy of David 
Shankbone/Wikimedia Commons) 


Current Status 


Although the rate of hate crimes against Arab Americans has slowed, Arab 
Americans are still victims of racism and prejudice. Racial profiling has 
proceeded against Arab Americans as a matter of course since 9/11. 
Particularly when engaged in air travel, being young and Arab-looking is 
enough to warrant a special search or detainment. This Islamophobia 


(irrational fear of or hatred against Muslims) does not show signs of 
abating. Scholars noted that white domestic terrorists like Timothy 
McVeigh, who detonated a bomb at an Oklahoma courthouse in 1995, have 
not inspired similar racial profiling or hate crimes against whites. 


White Ethnic Americans 


As we have seen, there is no minority group that fits easily in a category or 
that can be described simply. While sociologists believe that individual 
experiences can often be understood in light of their social characteristics 
(such as race, class, or gender), we must balance this perspective with 
awareness that no two individuals’ experiences are alike. Making 
generalizations can lead to stereotypes and prejudice. The same is true for 
white ethnic Americans, who come from diverse backgrounds and have had 
a great variety of experiences. According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2014), 
77.7 percent of U.S. adults currently identify themselves as white alone. In 
this section, we will focus on German, Irish, Italian, and Eastern European 
immigrants. 


Why They Came 


White ethnic Europeans formed the second and third great waves of 
immigration, from the early nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth 
century. They joined a newly minted United States that was primarily made 
up of white Protestants from England. While most immigrants came 
searching for a better life, their experiences were not all the same. 


The first major influx of European immigrants came from Germany and 
Ireland, starting in the 1820s. Germans came both for economic opportunity 
and to escape political unrest and military conscription, especially after the 
Revolutions of 1848. Many German immigrants of this period were 
political refugees: liberals who wanted to escape from an oppressive 
government. They were well-off enough to make their way inland, and they 
formed heavily German enclaves in the Midwest that exist to this day. 


The Irish immigrants of the same time period were not always as well off 
financially, especially after the Irish Potato Famine of 1845. Irish 
immigrants settled mainly in the cities of the East Coast, where they were 
employed as laborers and where they faced significant discrimination. 


German and Irish immigration continued into the late 19th century and 
earlier 20th century, at which point the numbers for Southern and Eastern 
European immigrants started growing as well. Italians, mainly from the 
Southern part of the country, began arriving in large numbers in the 1890s. 
Eastern European immigrants—people from Russia, Poland, Bulgaria, and 
Austria-Hungary—started arriving around the same time. Many of these 
Eastern Europeans were peasants forced into a hardscrabble existence in 
their native lands; political unrest, land shortages, and crop failures drove 
them to seek better opportunities in the United States. The Eastern 
European immigration wave also included Jewish people escaping pogroms 
(anti-Jewish uprisings) of Eastern Europe and the Pale of Settlement in 
what was then Poland and Russia. 


History of Intergroup Relations 


In a broad sense, German immigrants were not victimized to the same 
degree as many of the other subordinate groups this section discusses. 
While they may not have been welcomed with open arms, they were able to 
settle in enclaves and establish roots. A notable exception to this was during 
the lead up to World War I and through World War II, when anti-German 
sentiment was virulent. 


Irish immigrants, many of whom were very poor, were more of an 
underclass than the Germans. In Ireland, the English had oppressed the Irish 
for centuries, eradicating their language and culture and discriminating 
against their religion (Catholicism). Although the Irish had a larger 
population than the English, they were a subordinate group. This dynamic 
reached into the new world, where Anglo Americans saw Irish immigrants 
as arace apart: dirty, lacking ambition, and suitable for only the most 
menial jobs. In fact, Irish immigrants were subject to criticism identical to 
that with which the dominant group characterized African Americans. By 


necessity, Irish immigrants formed tight communities segregated from their 
Anglo neighbors. 


The later wave of immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe was also 
subject to intense discrimination and prejudice. In particular, the dominant 
group—which now included second- and third-generation Germans and 
Irish—saw Italian immigrants as the dregs of Europe and worried about the 
purity of the American race (Myers 2007). Italian immigrants lived in 
segregated slums in Northeastern cities, and in some cases were even 
victims of violence and lynchings similar to what African Americans 
endured. They worked harder and were paid less than other workers, often 
doing the dangerous work that other laborers were reluctant to take on. 


Current Status 


The U.S. Census from 2008 shows that 16.5 percent of respondents 
reported being of German descent: the largest group in the country. For 
many years, German Americans endeavored to maintain a strong cultural 
identity, but they are now culturally assimilated into the dominant culture. 


There are now more Irish Americans in the United States than there are 
Irish in Ireland. One of the country’s largest cultural groups, Irish 
Americans have slowly achieved acceptance and assimilation into the 
dominant group. 


Myers (2007) states that Italian Americans’ cultural assimilation is “almost 
complete, but with remnants of ethnicity.” The presence of “Little Italy” 
neighborhoods—originally segregated slums where Italians congregated in 
the nineteenth century—exist today. While tourists flock to the saints’ 
festivals in Little Italies, most Italian Americans have moved to the suburbs 
at the same rate as other white groups. 


Summary 


The history of the U.S. people contains an infinite variety of experiences 
that sociologist understand follow patterns. From the indigenous people 


who first inhabited these lands to the waves of immigrants over the past 500 
years, migration is an experience with many shared characteristics. Most 
groups have experienced various degrees of prejudice and discrimination as 
they have gone through the process of assimilation. 


Section Quiz 


Exercise: 
Problem: 


What makes Native Americans unique as a subordinate group in the 
United States? 


a. They are the only group that experienced expulsion. 

b. They are the only group that was segregated. 

c. They are the only group that was enslaved. 

d. They are the only group that did not come here as immigrants. 


Solution: 

Answer 

D 
Exercise: 


Problem: 
Which subordinate group is often referred to as the “model minority?” 


a. African Americans 

b. Asian Americans 

c. White ethnic Americans 
d. Native Americans 


Solution: 
Answer 


B 
Exercise: 
Problem: 


Which federal act or program was designed to allow more Hispanic 
American immigration, not block it? 


a. The Bracero Program 

b. Immigration Reform and Control Act 
c. Operation Wetback 

d. SB 1070 


Solution: 
Answer 


A 
Exercise: 


Problem: 
Many Arab Americans face , especially after 9/11. 


a. racism 

b. segregation 
c. Islamophobia 
d. prejudice 


Solution: 
Answer 


C 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


Why did most white ethnic Americans come to the United States? 


a. For a better life 

b. To escape oppression 

c. Because they were forced out of their own countries 
d. a and b only 


Solution: 
Answer 


D 


Short Answer 


Exercise: 
Problem: 
In your opinion, which group had the easiest time coming to this 
country? Which group had the hardest time? Why? 
Exercise: 
Problem: 


Which group has made the most socioeconomic gains? Why do you 
think that group has had more success than others? 


Further Research 


Are people interested in reclaiming their ethnic identities? Read this article 
and decide: 


The White Ethnic Revival: http://openstaxcollege.org/l/ethnic revival 


What is the current racial composition of the United States? Review up-to- 
the minute statistics at the United States Census Bureau here: 
https://openstax.org/I/US Census 
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Glossary 


model minority 
the stereotype applied to a minority group that is seen as reaching 
higher educational, professional, and socioeconomic levels without 
protest against the majority establishment 


Introduction to Social Stratification in the United States 
class="introduction" 


This house, 
formerly 
owned by the 
famous 
television 
producer, 
Aaron 
Spelling, was 
for a time 
listed for $150 
million 
dollars. It is 
considered 
one of the 
most 
extravagant 
homes in the 
United States, 
and is a 
testament to 
the wealth 
generated in 
some 
industries. 
(Photo 
courtesy of 
Atwater 
Village 
Newbie/flickr 
) 


Aaron grew up on a farm in rural Ohio, left home to serve in the Army, and 
returned a few years later to take over the family farm. He moved into the 
same house he had grown up in and soon married a young woman with 
whom he had attended high school. As they began to have children, they 
quickly realized that the income from the farm was no longer sufficient to 
meet their needs. Aaron, with little experience beyond the farm, accepted a 
job as a clerk at a local grocery store. It was there that his life and the lives 
of his wife and children were changed forever. 


One of the managers at the store liked Aaron, his attitude, and his work 
ethic. He took Aaron under his wing and began to groom him for 
advancement at the store. Aaron rose through the ranks with ease. Then the 
manager encouraged him to take a few classes at a local college. This was 
the first time Aaron had seriously thought about college. Could he be 
successful, Aaron wondered? Could he actually be the first one in his 
family to earn a degree? Fortunately, his wife also believed in him and 
supported his decision to take his first class. Aaron asked his wife and his 
manager to keep his college enrollment a secret. He did not want others to 
know about it in case he failed. 


Aaron was nervous on his first day of class. He was older than the other 
students, and he had never considered himself college material. Through 
hard work and determination, however, he did very well in the class. While 
he still doubted himself, he enrolled in another class. Again, he performed 
very well. As his doubt began to fade, he started to take more and more 
classes. Before he knew it, he was walking across the stage to receive a 
Bachelor’s degree with honors. The ceremony seemed surreal to Aaron. He 
couldn’t believe he had finished college, which once seemed like an 
impossible feat. 


Shortly after graduation, Aaron was admitted into a graduate program at a 
well-respected university where he earned a Master’s degree. He had not 
only become the first from his family to attend college but also he had 
earned a graduate degree. Inspired by Aaron’s success, his wife enrolled at 
a technical college, obtained a degree in nursing, and became a registered 
nurse working in a local hospital’s labor and delivery department. Aaron 
and his wife both worked their way up the career ladder in their respective 
fields and became leaders in their organizations. They epitomized the 
American Dream—they worked hard and it paid off. 


This story may sound familiar. After all, nearly one in three first-year 
college students is a first-generation degree candidate, and it is well 
documented that many are not as successful as Aaron. According to the 
Center for Student Opportunity, a national nonprofit, 89 percent of first- 
generation students will not earn an undergraduate degree within six years 
of starting their studies. In fact, these students “drop out of college at four 
times the rate of peers whose parents have postsecondary degrees” (Center 
for Student Opportunity quoted in Huot 2014). 


Why do students with parents who have completed college tend to graduate 
more often than those students whose parents do not hold degrees? That 
question and many others will be answered as we explore social 
stratification. 
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What Is Social Stratification? 


e Differentiate between open and closed stratification systems 
e Distinguish between caste and class systems 
e Understand meritocracy as an ideal system of stratification 


In the upper echelons of the working world, 
people with the most power reach the top. 
These people make the decisions and earn 

the most money. The majority of Americans 

will never see the view from the top. (Photo 
courtesy of Alex Proimos/flickr) 


Sociologists use the term social stratification to describe the system of 
social standing. Social stratification refers to a society’s categorization of 
its people into rankings of socioeconomic tiers based on factors like wealth, 
income, race, education, and power. 


You may remember the word “stratification” from geology class. The 
distinct vertical layers found in rock, called stratification, are a good way to 
visualize social structure. Society’s layers are made of people, and society’s 
resources are distributed unevenly throughout the layers. The people who 
have more resources represent the top layer of the social structure of 


stratification. Other groups of people, with progressively fewer and fewer 
resources, represent the lower layers of our society. 


Strata in rock illustrate social 
stratification. People are sorted, 
or layered, into social 
categories. Many factors 
determine a person’s social 
standing, such as income, 
education, occupation, as well 
as age, race, gender, and even 
physical abilities. (Photo 
courtesy of Just a Prairie 
Boy/flickr) 


In the United States, people like to believe everyone has an equal chance at 
success. To a certain extent, Aaron illustrates the belief that hard work and 
talent—not prejudicial treatment or societal values—determine social rank. 
This emphasis on self-effort perpetuates the belief that people control their 
own social standing. 


However, sociologists recognize that social stratification is a society-wide 
system that makes inequalities apparent. While there are always inequalities 
between individuals, sociologists are interested in larger social patterns. 
Stratification is not about individual inequalities, but about systematic 
inequalities based on group membership, classes, and the like. No 
individual, rich or poor, can be blamed for social inequalities. The structure 
of society affects a person's social standing. Although individuals may 
support or fight inequalities, social stratification is created and supported by 
sess as a whole. 


The people who live in these houses most 
likely share similar levels of income and 
education. Neighborhoods often house 
people of the same social standing. Wealthy 
families do not typically live next door to 
poorer families, though this varies 
depending on the particular city and country. 
(Photo courtesy of Orin Zebest/flickr) 


Factors that define stratification vary in different societies. In most 
societies, stratification is an economic system, based on wealth, the net 
value of money and assets a person has, and income, a person’s wages or 
investment dividends. While people are regularly categorized based on how 
rich or poor they are, other important factors influence social standing. For 
example, in some cultures, wisdom and charisma are valued, and people 
who have them are revered more than those who don’t. In some cultures, 
the elderly are esteemed; in others, the elderly are disparaged or 
overlooked. Societies’ cultural beliefs often reinforce the inequalities of 
stratification. 


One key determinant of social standing is the social standing of our parents. 
Parents tend to pass their social position on to their children. People inherit 
not only social standing but also the cultural norms that accompany a 
certain lifestyle. They share these with a network of friends and family 
members. Social standing becomes a comfort zone, a familiar lifestyle, and 
an identity. This is one of the reasons first-generation college students do 
not fare as well as other students. 


Other determinants are found in a society’s occupational structure. 
Teachers, for example, often have high levels of education but receive 
relatively low pay. Many believe that teaching is a noble profession, so 
teachers should do their jobs for love of their profession and the good of 
their students—not for money. Yet no successful executive or entrepreneur 
would embrace that attitude in the business world, where profits are valued 
as a driving force. Cultural attitudes and beliefs like these support and 
perpetuate social inequalities. 


Recent Economic Changes and U.S. Stratification 


As a result of the Great Recession that rocked our nation’s economy in the 
last few years, many families and individuals found themselves struggling 
like never before. The nation fell into a period of prolonged and 

exceptionally high unemployment. While no one was completely insulated 
from the recession, perhaps those in the lower classes felt the impact most 
profoundly. Before the recession, many were living paycheck to paycheck 


or even had been living comfortably. As the recession hit, they were often 
among the first to lose their jobs. Unable to find replacement employment, 
they faced more than loss of income. Their homes were foreclosed, their 
cars were repossessed, and their ability to afford healthcare was taken away. 
This put many in the position of deciding whether to put food on the table 
or fill a needed prescription. 


While we’re not completely out of the woods economically, there are 
several signs that we’re on the road to recovery. Many of those who 
suffered during the recession are back to work and are busy rebuilding their 
lives. The Affordable Health Care Act has provided health insurance to 
millions who lost or never had it. 


But the Great Recession, like the Great Depression, has changed social 
attitudes. Where once it was important to demonstrate wealth by wearing 
expensive clothing items like Calvin Klein shirts and Louis Vuitton shoes, 
now there’s a new, thriftier way of thinking. In many circles, it has become 
hip to be frugal. It’s no longer about how much we spend, but about how 
much we don't spend. Think of shows like Extreme Couponing on TLC and 
songs like Macklemore’s “Thrift Shop.” 


Systems of Stratification 


Sociologists distinguish between two types of systems of stratification. 
Closed systems accommodate little change in social position. They do not 
allow people to shift levels and do not permit social relationships between 
levels. Open systems, which are based on achievement, allow movement 
and interaction between layers and classes. Different systems reflect, 
emphasize, and foster certain cultural values and shape individual beliefs. 
Stratification systems include class systems and caste systems, as well as 
meritocracy. 


The Caste System 


India used to have a rigid caste system. The 
people in the lowest caste suffered from 
extreme poverty and were shunned by 
society. Some aspects of India’s defunct 
caste system remain socially relevant. In this 
photo, an Indian woman of a specific Hindu 
caste works in construction, and she 
demolishes and builds houses. (Photo 
courtesy of Elessar/flickr) 


Caste systems are closed stratification systems in which people can do little 
or nothing to change their social standing. A caste system is one in which 
people are born into their social standing and will remain in it their whole 
lives. People are assigned occupations regardless of their talents, interests, 
or potential. There are virtually no opportunities to improve a person's 
social position. 


In the Hindu caste tradition, people were expected to work in the 
occupation of their caste and to enter into marriage according to their caste. 
Accepting this social standing was considered a moral duty. Cultural values 
reinforced the system. Caste systems promote beliefs in fate, destiny, and 
the will of a higher power, rather than promoting individual freedom as a 


value. A person who lived in a caste society was socialized to accept his or 
her social standing. 


Although the caste system in India has been officially dismantled, its 
residual presence in Indian society is deeply embedded. In rural areas, 
aspects of the tradition are more likely to remain, while urban centers show 
less evidence of this past. In India’s larger cities, people now have more 
opportunities to choose their own career paths and marriage partners. As a 
global center of employment, corporations have introduced merit-based 
hiring and employment to the nation. 


The Class System 


A class system is based on both social factors and individual achievement. 
A class consists of a set of people who share similar status with regard to 
factors like wealth, income, education, and occupation. Unlike caste 
systems, class systems are open. People are free to gain a different level of 
education or employment than their parents. They can also socialize with 
and marry members of other classes, which allows people to move from one 
class to another. 


In a class system, occupation is not fixed at birth. Though family and other 
societal models help guide a person toward a career, personal choice plays a 
role. 


In class systems, people have the option to form exogamous marriages, 
unions of spouses from different social categories. Marriage in these 
circumstances is based on values such as love and compatibility rather than 
on social standing or economics. Though social conformities still exist that 
encourage people to choose partners within their own class, people are not 
as pressured to choose marriage partners based solely on those elements. 
Marriage to a partner from the same social background is an endogamous 
union. 


Meritocracy 


Meritocracy is an ideal system based on the belief that social stratification 
is the result of personal effort—or merit—that determines social standing. 
High levels of effort will lead to a high social position, and vice versa. The 
concept of meritocracy is an ideal—because a society has never existed 
where social rank was based purely on merit. Because of the complex 
structure of societies, processes like socialization, and the realities of 
economic systems, social standing is influenced by multiple factors—not 
merit alone. Inheritance and pressure to conform to norms, for instance, 
disrupt the notion of a pure meritocracy. While a meritocracy has never 
existed, sociologists see aspects of meritocracies in modern societies when 
they study the role of academic and job performance and the systems in 
place for evaluating and rewarding achievement in these areas. 


Status Consistency 


Social stratification systems determine social position based on factors like 
income, education, and occupation. Sociologists use the term status 
consistency to describe the consistency, or lack thereof, of an individual’s 
rank across these factors. Caste systems correlate with high status 
consistency, whereas the more flexible class system has lower status 
consistency. 


To illustrate, let’s consider Susan. Susan earned her high school degree but 
did not go to college. That factor is a trait of the lower-middle class. She 
began doing landscaping work, which, as manual labor, is also a trait of 
lower-middle class or even lower class. However, over time, Susan started 
her own company. She hired employees. She won larger contracts. She 
became a business owner and earned a lot of money. Those traits represent 
the upper-middle class. There are inconsistencies between Susan’s 
educational level, her occupation, and her income. In a class system, a 
person can work hard and have little education and still be in middle or 
upper class, whereas in a caste system that would not be possible. In a class 
system, low status consistency correlates with having more choices and 
opportunities. 


Note: 
The Commoner Who Could Be Queen 


oe 
— a 


Prince William, Duke of Cambridge, who is 
in line to be king of England, married 
Catherine Middleton, a so-called commoner, 
meaning she does not have royal ancestry. 
(Photo courtesy of UK_repsome/flickr) 


On April 29, 2011, in London, England, Prince William, Duke of 
Cambridge, married Catherine Middleton, a commoner. It is rare, though 
not unheard of, for a member of the British royal family to marry a 
commoner. Kate Middleton has an upper-class background, but does not 
have royal ancestry. Her father was a former flight dispatcher and her 
mother a former flight attendant and owner of Party Pieces. According to 
Grace Wong's 2011 article titled, "Kate Middleton: A family business that 
built a princess," "[t]he business grew to the point where [her father] quit 
his job... and it's evolved from a mom-and-pop outfit run out of a shed. . 
. into a venture operated out of three converted farm buildings in 
Berkshire." Kate and William met when they were both students at the 
University of St. Andrews in Scotland (K6éhler 2010). 

Britain’s monarchy arose during the Middle Ages. Its social hierarchy 
placed royalty at the top and commoners on the bottom. This was generally 
a closed system, with people born into positions of nobility. Wealth was 


passed from generation to generation through primogeniture, a law stating 
that all property would be inherited by the firstborn son. If the family had 
no son, the land went to the next closest male relation. Women could not 
inherit property, and their social standing was primarily determined 
through marriage. 

The arrival of the Industrial Revolution changed Britain’s social structure. 
Commoners moved to cities, got jobs, and made better livings. Gradually, 
people found new opportunities to increase their wealth and power. Today, 
the government is a constitutional monarchy with the prime minister and 
other ministers elected to their positions, and with the royal family’s role 
being largely ceremonial. The long-ago differences between nobility and 
commoners have blurred, and the modern class system in Britain is similar 
to that of the United States (McKee 1996). 

Today, the royal family still commands wealth, power, and a great deal of 
attention. When Queen Elizabeth II retires or passes away, Prince Charles 
will be first in line to ascend the throne. If he abdicates (chooses not to 
become king) or dies, the position will go to Prince William. If that 
happens, Kate Middleton will be called Queen Catherine and hold the 
position of queen consort. She will be one of the few queens in history to 
have earned a college degree (Marquand 2011). 

There is a great deal of social pressure on her not only to behave as a royal 
but also to bear children. In fact, Kate and Prince William welcomed their 
first son, Prince George, on July 22, 2013 and are expecting their second 
child. The royal family recently changed its succession laws to allow 
daughters, not just sons, to ascend the throne. Kate’s experience—from 
commoner to potential queen—demonstrates the fluidity of social position 
in modern society. 


Summary 


Stratification systems are either closed, meaning they allow little change in 
social position, or open, meaning they allow movement and interaction 
between the layers. A caste system is one in which social standing is based 
on ascribed status or birth. Class systems are open, with achievement 
playing a role in social position. People fall into classes based on factors 


like wealth, income, education, and occupation. A meritocracy is a system 
of social stratification that confers standing based on personal worth, 
rewarding effort. 


Section Quiz 


Exercise: 


Problem: What factor makes caste systems closed? 


a. They are run by secretive governments. 

b. People cannot change their social standings. 
c. Most have been outlawed. 

d. They exist only in rural areas. 


Solution: 
Answer 


B 


Exercise: 


Problem: What factor makes class systems open? 


a. They allow for movement between the classes. 

b. People are more open-minded. 

c. People are encouraged to socialize within their class. 
d. They do not have clearly defined layers. 


Solution: 
Answer 


A 


Exercise: 


Problem: Which of these systems allows for the most social mobility? 


a. Caste 
b. Monarchy 
c. Endogamy 
d. Class 


Solution: 
Answer 


D 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


Which person best illustrates opportunities for upward social mobility 
in the United States? 


a. First-shift factory worker 

b. First-generation college student 

c. Firstborn son who inherits the family business 
d. First-time interviewee who is hired for a job 


Solution: 
Answer 


B 
Exercise: 
Problem: Which statement illustrates low status consistency? 


a. A suburban family lives in a modest ranch home and enjoys a 
nice vacation each summer. 


b. A single mother receives food stamps and struggles to find 
adequate employment. 

c. A college dropout launches an online company that earns millions 
in its first year. 

d. A celebrity actress owns homes in three countries. 


Solution: 
Answer 


@ 
Exercise: 
Problem: Based on meritocracy, a physician’s assistant would: 


a. receive the same pay as all the other physician’s assistants 

b. be encouraged to earn a higher degree to seek a better position 
c. most likely marry a professional at the same level 

d. earn a pay raise for doing excellent work 


Solution: 
Answer 


D 


Short Answer 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Track the social stratification of your family tree. Did the social 
standing of your parents differ from the social standing of your 
grandparents and great-grandparents? What social traits were handed 
down by your forebears? Are there any exogamous marriages in your 
history? Does your family exhibit status consistencies or 
inconsistencies? 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


What defines communities that have low status consistency? What are 
the ramifications, both positive and negative, of cultures with low 
status consistency? Try to think of specific examples to support your 
ideas. 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Review the concept of stratification. Now choose a group of people 
you have observed and been a part of—for example, cousins, high 
school friends, classmates, sport teammates, or coworkers. How does 
the structure of the social group you chose adhere to the concept of 
stratification? 


Further Research 


The New York Times investigated social stratification in their series of 
articles called “Class Matters.” The online accompaniment to the series 
includes an interactive graphic called “How Class Works,” which tallies 
four factors—occupation, education, income, and wealth—and places an 
individual within a certain class and percentile. What class describes you? 
Test your class rank on the interactive site: 
http://openstaxcollege.org/I/NY_ Times how class works 
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Glossary 


caste system 
a system in which people are born into a social standing that they will 
retain their entire lives 


class 
a group who shares a common social status based on factors like 
wealth, income, education, and occupation 


class system 
social standing based on social factors and individual accomplishments 


endogamous matriages 
unions of people within the same social category 


exogamous unions 
unions of spouses from different social categories 


income 
the money a person earns from work or investments 


meritocracy 
an ideal system in which personal effort—or merit—determines social 
standing 


primogeniture 
a law stating that all property passes to the firstborn son 


social stratification 
a socioeconomic system that divides society’s members into categories 
ranking from high to low, based on things like wealth, power, and 
prestige 


status consistency 
the consistency, or lack thereof, of an individual’s rank across social 
categories like income, education, and occupation 


wealth 
the value of money and assets a person has from, for example, 
inheritance 


Social Stratification and Mobility in the United States 


e Understand the U.S. class structure 
e Describe several types of social mobility 
e Recognize characteristics that define and identify class 


Most sociologists define social class as a grouping based on similar social 
factors like wealth, income, education, and occupation. These factors affect 
how much power and prestige a person has. Social stratification reflects an 
unequal distribution of resources. In most cases, having more money means 
having more power or more opportunities. Stratification can also result 
from physical and intellectual traits. Categories that affect social standing 
include family ancestry, race, ethnicity, age, and gender. In the United 
States, standing can also be defined by characteristics such as IQ, athletic 
abilities, appearance, personal skills, and achievements. 


Standard of Living 


In the last century, the United States has seen a steady rise in its standard 
of living, the level of wealth available to a certain socioeconomic class in 
order to acquire the material necessities and comforts to maintain its 
lifestyle. The standard of living is based on factors such as income, 
employment, class, poverty rates, and housing affordability. Because 
standard of living is closely related to quality of life, it can represent factors 
such as the ability to afford a home, own a car, and take vacations. 


In the United States, a small portion of the population has the means to the 
highest standard of living. A Federal Reserve Bank study shows that a mere 
one percent of the population holds one-third of our nation’s wealth 
(Kennickell 2009). Wealthy people receive the most schooling, have better 
health, and consume the most goods and services. Wealthy people also 
wield decision-making power. Many people think of the United States as a 
“middle-class society.” They think a few people are rich, a few are poor, 
and most are fairly well off, existing in the middle of the social strata. But 
as the study mentioned above indicates, there is not an even distribution of 
wealth. Millions of women and men struggle to pay rent, buy food, find 
work, and afford basic medical care. Women who are single heads of 


household tend to have a lower income and lower standard of living than 
their married or male counterparts. This is a worldwide phenomenon known 
as the “feminization of poverty”—which acknowledges that women 
disproportionately make up the majority of individuals in poverty across the 
globe. 


In the United States, as in most high-income nations, social stratifications 
and standards of living are in part based on occupation (Lin and Xie 1988). 
Aside from the obvious impact that income has on someone’s standard of 
living, occupations also influence social standing through the relative levels 
of prestige they afford. Employment in medicine, law, or engineering 
confers high status. Teachers and police officers are generally respected, 
though not considered particularly prestigious. At the other end of the scale, 
some of the lowest rankings apply to positions like waitress, janitor, and bus 
driver. 


The most significant threat to the relatively high standard of living we’re 
accustomed to in the United States is the decline of the middle class. The 
size, income, and wealth of the middle class have all been declining since 
the 1970s. This is occurring at a time when corporate profits have increased 
more than 141 percent, and CEO pay has risen by more than 298 percent 
(Popken 2007). 


G. William Domhoff, of the University of California at Santa Cruz, reports 
that “In 2010, the top 1% of households (the upper class) owned 35.4% of 
all privately held wealth, and the next 19% (the managerial, professional, 
and small business stratum) had 53.5%, which means that just 20% of the 
people owned a remarkable 89%, leaving only 11% of the wealth for the 
bottom 80% (wage and salary workers)” (Domhoff 2013). 


While several economic factors can be improved in the United States 
(inequitable distribution of income and wealth, feminization of poverty, 
stagnant wages for most workers while executive pay and profits soar, 
declining middle class), we are fortunate that the poverty experienced here 
is most often relative poverty and not absolute poverty. Whereas absolute 
poverty is deprivation so severe that it puts survival in jeopardy, relative 
poverty is not having the means to live the lifestyle of the average person in 
your country. 


As a wealthy developed country, the United States has the resources to 
provide the basic necessities to those in need through a series of federal and 
state social welfare programs. The best-known of these programs is likely 
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), which is 
administered by the United States Department of Agriculture. (This used to 
be known as the food stamp program. ) 


The program began in the Great Depression, when unmarketable or surplus 
food was distributed to the hungry. It was not until 1961 that President John 
F. Kennedy initiated a food stamp pilot program. His successor Lyndon B. 
Johnson was instrumental in the passage of the Food Stamp Act in 1964. In 
1965, more than 500,000 individuals received food assistance. In March 
2008, on the precipice of the Great Recession, participation hovered around 
28 million people. During the recession, that number escalated to more than 
40 million (USDA). 


Social Classes in the United States 


Does taste or fashion sense 


indicate class? Is there any way 
to tell if this young man comes 
from an upper-, middle-, or 
lower-class background? (Photo 
courtesy of Kelly Bailey/flickr) 


Does a person’s appearance indicate class? Can you tell a man’s education 
level based on his clothing? Do you know a woman’s income by the car she 
drives? 


For sociologists, categorizing class is a fluid science. Sociologists generally 
identify three levels of class in the United States: upper, middle, and lower 
class. Within each class, there are many subcategories. Wealth is the most 
significant way of distinguishing classes, because wealth can be transferred 
to one’s children and perpetuate the class structure. One economist, J.D. 
Foster, defines the 20 percent of U.S. citizens’ highest earners as “upper 
income,” and the lower 20 percent as “lower income.” The remaining 60 
percent of the population make up the middle class. But by that distinction, 
annual household incomes for the middle class range between $25,000 and 
$100,000 (Mason and Sullivan 2010). 


One sociological perspective distinguishes the classes, in part, according to 
their relative power and control over their lives. The upper class not only 
have power and control over their own lives but also their social status 
gives them power and control over others’ lives. The middle class doesn’t 
generally control other strata of society, but its members do exert control 
over their own lives. In contrast, the lower class has little control over their 
work or lives. Below, we will explore the major divisions of U.S. social 
class and their key subcategories. 


Upper Class 


Members of the upper class can 
afford to live, work, and play in 
exclusive places designed for 
luxury and comfort. (Photo 
courtesy of 
PrimeImageMedia.com/flickr) 


The upper class is considered the top, and only the powerful elite get to see 
the view from there. In the United States, people with extreme wealth make 
up 1 percent of the population, and they own one-third of the country’s 
wealth (Beeghley 2008). 


Money provides not just access to material goods, but also access to a lot of 
power. As corporate leaders, members of the upper class make decisions 
that affect the job status of millions of people. As media owners, they 
influence the collective identity of the nation. They run the major network 
television stations, radio broadcasts, newspapers, magazines, publishing 
houses, and sports franchises. As board members of the most influential 
colleges and universities, they influence cultural attitudes and values. As 
philanthropists, they establish foundations to support social causes they 
believe in. As campaign contributors, they sway politicians and fund 
campaigns, sometimes to protect their own economic interests. 


U.S. society has historically distinguished between “old money” (inherited 
wealth passed from one generation to the next) and “new money” (wealth 
you have earned and built yourself). While both types may have equal net 


worth, they have traditionally held different social standings. People of old 
money, firmly situated in the upper class for generations, have held high 
prestige. Their families have socialized them to know the customs, norms, 
and expectations that come with wealth. Often, the very wealthy don’t work 
for wages. Some study business or become lawyers in order to manage the 
family fortune. Others, such as Paris Hilton and Kim Kardashian, capitalize 
on being a rich socialite and transform that into celebrity status, flaunting a 
wealthy lifestyle. 


However, new-money members of the upper class are not oriented to the 
customs and mores of the elite. They haven’t gone to the most exclusive 
schools. They have not established old-money social ties. People with new 
money might flaunt their wealth, buying sports cars and mansions, but they 
might still exhibit behaviors attributed to the middle and lower classes. 


The Middle Class 


These members of a club likely 
consider themselves middle 
class. (Photo courtesy of United 
Way Canada-Centraide 
Canada/flickr) 


Many people consider themselves middle class, but there are differing ideas 
about what that means. People with annual incomes of $150,000 call 
themselves middle class, as do people who annually earn $30,000. That 
helps explain why, in the United States, the middle class is broken into 
upper and lower subcategories. 


Upper-middle-class people tend to hold bachelor’s and postgraduate 
degrees. They’ve studied subjects such as business, management, law, or 
medicine. Lower-middle-class members hold bachelor’s degrees from four- 
year colleges or associate’s degrees from two-year community or technical 
colleges. 


Comfort is a key concept to the middle class. Middle-class people work 
hard and live fairly comfortable lives. Upper-middle-class people tend to 
pursue careers that earn comfortable incomes. They provide their families 
with large homes and nice cars. They may go skiing or boating on vacation. 
Their children receive high-quality education and healthcare (Gilbert 2010). 


In the lower middle class, people hold jobs supervised by members of the 
upper middle class. They fill technical, lower-level management or 
administrative support positions. Compared to lower-class work, lower- 
middle-class jobs carry more prestige and come with slightly higher 
paychecks. With these incomes, people can afford a decent, mainstream 
lifestyle, but they struggle to maintain it. They generally don’t have enough 
income to build significant savings. In addition, their grip on class status is 
more precarious than in the upper tiers of the class system. When budgets 
are tight, lower-middle-class people are often the ones to lose their jobs. 


The Lower Class 


This man is a custodian at a 
restaurant. His job, which is 
crucial to the business, is 
considered lower class. (Photo 
courtesy of Frederick Md 
Publicity/flickr) 


The lower class is also referred to as the working class. Just like the middle 
and upper classes, the lower class can be divided into subsets: the working 
class, the working poor, and the underclass. Compared to the lower middle 
class, lower-class people have less of an educational background and earn 
smaller incomes. They work jobs that require little prior skill or experience 
and often do routine tasks under close supervision. 


Working-class people, the highest subcategory of the lower class, often land 
decent jobs in fields like custodial or food service. The work is hands-on 
and often physically demanding, such as landscaping, cooking, cleaning, or 
building. 


Beneath the working class is the working poor. Like the working class, they 
have unskilled, low-paying employment. However, their jobs rarely offer 
benefits such as healthcare or retirement planning, and their positions are 
often seasonal or temporary. They work as sharecroppers, migrant farm 


workers, housecleaners, and day laborers. Some are high school dropouts. 
Some are illiterate, unable to read job ads. 


How can people work full-time and still be poor? Even working full-time, 
millions of the working poor earn incomes too meager to support a family. 
Minimum wage varies from state to state, but in many states it is 
approaching $8.00 per hour (Department of Labor 2014). At that rate, 
working 40 hours a week earns $320. That comes to $16,640 a year, before 
tax and deductions. Even for a single person, the pay is low. A married 
couple with children will have a hard time covering expenses. 


The underclass is the United States’ lowest tier. Members of the underclass 
live mainly in inner cities. Many are unemployed or underemployed. Those 
who do hold jobs typically perform menial tasks for little pay. Some of the 
underclass are homeless. For many, welfare systems provide a much-needed 
support through food assistance, medical care, housing, and the like. 


Social Mobility 


Social mobility refers to the ability to change positions within a social 
stratification system. When people improve or diminish their economic 
status in a way that affects social class, they experience social mobility. 


Individuals can experience upward or downward social mobility for a 
variety of reasons. Upward mobility refers to an increase—or upward shift 
—in social class. In the United States, people applaud the rags-to-riches 
achievements of celebrities like Jennifer Lopez or Michael Jordan. 
Bestselling author Stephen King worked as a janitor prior to being 
published. Oprah Winfrey grew up in poverty in rural Mississippi before 
becoming a powerful media personality. There are many stories of people 
rising from modest beginnings to fame and fortune. But the truth is that 
relative to the overall population, the number of people who rise from 
poverty to wealth is very small. Still, upward mobility is not only about 
becoming rich and famous. In the United States, people who earn a college 
degree, get a job promotion, or marry someone with a good income may 
move up socially. In contrast, downward mobility indicates a lowering of 
one’s social class. Some people move downward because of business 


setbacks, unemployment, or illness. Dropping out of school, losing a job, or 
getting a divorce may result in a loss of income or status and, therefore, 
downward social mobility. 


It is not uncommon for different generations of a family to belong to 
varying social classes. This is known as intergenerational mobility. For 
example, an upper-class executive may have parents who belonged to the 
middle class. In turn, those parents may have been raised in the lower class. 
Patterns of intergenerational mobility can reflect long-term societal 
changes. 


Similarly, intragenerational mobility refers to changes in a person's social 
mobility over the course of his or her lifetime. For example, the wealth and 
prestige experienced by one person may be quite different from that of his 
or her siblings. 


Structural mobility happens when societal changes enable a whole group 
of people to move up or down the social class ladder. Structural mobility is 
attributable to changes in society as a whole, not individual changes. In the 
first half of the twentieth century, industrialization expanded the U.S. 
economy, raising the standard of living and leading to upward structural 
mobility. In today’s work economy, the recent recession and the outsourcing 
of jobs overseas have contributed to high unemployment rates. Many 
people have experienced economic setbacks, creating a wave of downward 
structural mobility. 


When analyzing the trends and movements in social mobility, sociologists 
consider all modes of mobility. Scholars recognize that mobility is not as 
common or easy to achieve as many people think. In fact, some consider 
social mobility a myth. 


Class Traits 


Class traits, also called class markers, are the typical behaviors, customs, 
and norms that define each class. Class traits indicate the level of exposure 
a person has to a wide range of cultures. Class traits also indicate the 


amount of resources a person has to spend on items like hobbies, vacations, 
and leisure activities. 


People may associate the upper class with enjoyment of costly, refined, or 
highly cultivated tastes—expensive clothing, luxury cars, high-end fund- 
raisers, and opulent vacations. People may also believe that the middle and 
lower classes are more likely to enjoy camping, fishing, or hunting, 
shopping at large retailers, and participating in community activities. While 
these descriptions may identify class traits, they may also simply be 
stereotypes. Moreover, just as class distinctions have blurred in recent 
decades, so too have class traits. A very wealthy person may enjoy bowling 
as much as opera. A factory worker could be a skilled French cook. A 
billionaire might dress in ripped jeans, and a low-income student might own 
designer shoes. 


Note: 

Turn-of-the-Century “Social Problem Novels”: Sociological Gold Mines 
Class distinctions were sharper in the nineteenth century and earlier, in part 
because people easily accepted them. The ideology of social order made 
class structure seem natural, right, and just. 

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, U.S. and British 
novelists played a role in changing public perception. They published 
novels in which characters struggled to survive against a merciless class 
system. These dissenting authors used gender and morality to question the 
class system and expose its inequalities. They protested the suffering of 
urbanization and industrialization, drawing attention to these issues. 

These “social problem novels,” sometimes called Victorian realism, forced 
middle-class readers into an uncomfortable position: they had to question 
and challenge the natural order of social class. 

For speaking out so strongly about the social issues of class, authors were 
both praised and criticized. Most authors did not want to dissolve the class 
system. They wanted to bring about an awareness that would improve 
conditions for the lower classes, while maintaining their own higher class 
positions (DeVine 2005). 


Soon, middle-class readers were not their only audience. In 1870, Forster’s 
Elementary Education Act required all children ages five through twelve in 
England and Wales to attend school. The act increased literacy levels 
among the urban poor, causing a rise in sales of cheap newspapers and 
magazines. The increasing number of people who rode public transit 
systems created a demand for “railway literature,” as it was called 
(Williams 1984). These reading materials are credited with the move 
toward democratization in England. By 1900 the British middle class had 
established a rigid definition for itself, and England’s working class also 
began to self-identify and demand a better way of life. 

Many of the novels of that era are seen as sociological goldmines. They are 
studied as existing sources because they detail the customs and mores of 
the upper, middle, and lower classes of that period in history. 

Examples of “social problem” novels include Charles Dickens’s The 
Adventures of Oliver Twist (1838), which shocked readers with its brutal 
portrayal of the realities of poverty, vice, and crime. Thomas Hardy’s Tess 
of the d’Urbervilles (1891) was considered revolutionary by critics for its 
depiction of working-class women (DeVine 2005), and U.S. novelist 
Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie (1900) portrayed an accurate and detailed 
description of early Chicago. 


Summary 
There are three main classes in the United States: upper, middle, and lower 
class. Social mobility describes a shift from one social class to another. 


Class traits, also called class markers, are the typical behaviors, customs, 
and norms that define each class. 


Section Quiz 
Exercise: 


Problem: In the United States, most people define themselves as: 


a. middle class 


b. upper class 
c. lower class 
d. no specific class 


Solution: 
Answer 


A 


Exercise: 


Problem: Structural mobility occurs when: 


a. an individual moves up the class ladder 

b. an individual moves down the class ladder 

c. a large group moves up or down the class ladder due to societal 
changes 

d. a member of a family belongs to a different class than his or her 
siblings 


Solution: 
Answer 
C 
Exercise: 
Problem: 


The behaviors, customs, and norms associated with a class are known 
as: 


a. Class traits 
b. power 

c. prestige 
d. underclass 


Solution: 
Answer 


A 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


Which of the following scenarios is an example of intragenerational 
mobility? 


a. A janitor belongs to the same social class as his grandmother did. 
b. An executive belongs to a different class than her parents. 

c. An editor shares the same social class as his cousin. 

d. A lawyer belongs to a different class than her sister. 


Solution: 
Answer 


B 


Exercise: 


Problem: Occupational prestige means that jobs are: 


a. all equal in status 

b. not equally valued 

c. assigned to a person for life 

d. not part of a person’s self-identity 


Solution: 
Answer 


B 


Short Answer 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Which social class do you and your family belong to? Are you ina 
different social class than your grandparents and great-grandparents? 
Does your class differ from your social standing, and, if so, how? 
What aspects of your societal situation establish you in a social class? 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


What class traits define your peer group? For example, what speech 
patterns or clothing trends do you and your friends share? What 
cultural elements, such as taste in music or hobbies, define your peer 
group? How do you see this set of class traits as different from other 
classes either above or below yours? 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Write a list of ten to twenty class traits that describe the environment 
of your upbringing. Which of these seem like true class traits, and 
which seem like stereotypes? What items might fall into both 
categories? How do you imagine a sociologist might address the 
conflation of class traits and stereotypes? 


Further Research 


PBS made a documentary about social class called “People Like Us: Social 
Class in America.” The filmmakers interviewed people who lived in Park 
Avenue penthouses and Appalachian trailer parks. The accompanying web 
site is full of information, interactive games, and life stories from those who 
participated. Read about it at 

http://openstaxcollege.org/l/social_class_in_ America 
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Glossary 


class traits 
the typical behaviors, customs, and norms that define each class (also 
called class markers) 


downward mobility 
a lowering of one’s social class 


intergenerational mobility 
a difference in social class between different generations of a family 


intragenerational mobility 
a difference in social class between different members of the same 
generation 


social mobility 
the ability to change positions within a social stratification system 


standard of living 
the level of wealth available to acquire material goods and comforts to 
maintain a particular socioeconomic lifestyle 


structural mobility 
a societal change that enables a whole group of people to move up or 
down the class ladder 


upward mobility 
an increase—or upward shift—in social class 


Theoretical Perspectives on Social Stratification 


e Understand and apply functionalist, conflict theory, and interactionist 
perspectives on social stratification 


Basketball is one of the highest-paying professional sports. There is 
stratification even among teams. For example, the Minnesota Timberwolves 
hand out the lowest annual payroll, while the Los Angeles Lakers 
reportedly pay the highest. Kobe Bryant, a Lakers shooting guard, is one of 
the highest paid athletes in the NBA, earning around $30.5 million a year 
(Forbes 2014). Even within specific fields, layers are stratified and 
members are ranked. 


In sociology, even an issue such as NBA salaries can be seen from various 
points of view. Functionalists will examine the purpose of such high 
salaries, while conflict theorists will study the exorbitant salaries as an 
unfair distribution of money. Social stratification takes on new meanings 
when it is examined from different sociological perspectives— 
functionalism, conflict theory, and symbolic interactionism. 


Functionalism 


In sociology, the functionalist perspective examines how society’s parts 
operate. According to functionalism, different aspects of society exist 
because they serve a needed purpose. What is the function of social 
stratification? 


In 1945, sociologists Kingsley Davis and Wilbert Moore published the 
Davis-Moore thesis, which argued that the greater the functional 
importance of a social role, the greater must be the reward. The theory 
posits that social stratification represents the inherently unequal value of 
different work. Certain tasks in society are more valuable than others. 
Qualified people who fill those positions must be rewarded more than 
others. 


According to Davis and Moore, a firefighter’s job is more important than, 
for instance, a grocery store cashier’s. The cashier position does not require 


the same skill and training level as firefighting. Without the incentive of 
higher pay and better benefits, why would someone be willing to rush into 
burning buildings? If pay levels were the same, the firefighter might as well 
work as a grocery store cashier. Davis and Moore believed that rewarding 
more important work with higher levels of income, prestige, and power 
encourages people to work harder and longer. 


Davis and Moore stated that, in most cases, the degree of skill required for a 
job determines that job’s importance. They also stated that the more skill 
required for a job, the fewer qualified people there would be to do that job. 
Certain jobs, such as cleaning hallways or answering phones, do not require 
much skill. The employees don’t need a college degree. Other work, like 
designing a highway system or delivering a baby, requires immense skill. 


In 1953, Melvin Tumin countered the Davis-Moore thesis in “Some 
Principles of Stratification: A Critical Analysis.” Tumin questioned what 
determined a job’s degree of importance. The Davis-Moore thesis does not 
explain, he argued, why a media personality with little education, skill, or 
talent becomes famous and rich on a reality show or a campaign trail. The 
thesis also does not explain inequalities in the education system or 
inequalities due to race or gender. Tumin believed social stratification 
prevented qualified people from attempting to fill roles (Tumin 1953). For 
example, an underprivileged youth has less chance of becoming a scientist, 
no matter how smart she is, because of the relative lack of opportunity 
available to her. The Davis-Moore thesis also does not explain why a 
basketball player earns millions of dollars a year when a doctor who saves 
lives, a soldier who fights for others’ rights, and a teacher who helps form 
the minds of tomorrow will likely not make millions over the course of their 
careers. 


The Davis-Moore thesis, though open for debate, was an early attempt to 
explain why stratification exists. The thesis states that social stratification is 
necessary to promote excellence, productivity, and efficiency, thus giving 
people something to strive for. Davis and Moore believed that the system 
serves society as a whole because it allows everyone to benefit to a certain 
extent. 


Conflict Theory 


These people are protesting a decision made 
by Tennessee Technological University in 
Cookeville, Tennessee, to lay off custodians 
and outsource the jobs to a private firm to 
avoid paying employee benefits. Private job 
agencies often pay lower hourly wages. Is 
the decision fair? (Photo courtesy of Brian 
Stansberry/Wikimedia Commons) 


Conflict theorists are deeply critical of social stratification, asserting that it 
benefits only some people, not all of society. For instance, to a conflict 
theorist, it seems wrong that a basketball player is paid millions for an 
annual contract while a public school teacher earns $35,000 a year. 
Stratification, conflict theorists believe, perpetuates inequality. Conflict 
theorists try to bring awareness to inequalities, such as how a rich society 
can have so many poor members. 


Many conflict theorists draw on the work of Karl Marx. During the 
nineteenth-century era of industrialization, Marx believed social 
stratification resulted from people’s relationship to production. People were 


divided by a single line: they either owned factories or worked in them. In 
Marx’s time, bourgeois capitalists owned high-producing businesses, 
factories, and land, as they still do today. Proletariats were the workers who 
performed the manual labor to produce goods. Upper-class capitalists raked 
in profits and got rich, while working-class proletariats earned skimpy 
wages and struggled to survive. With such opposing interests, the two 
groups were divided by differences of wealth and power. Marx saw workers 
experience deep alienation, isolation and misery resulting from powerless 
status levels (Marx 1848). Marx argued that proletariats were oppressed by 
the money-hungry bourgeois. 


Today, while working conditions have improved, conflict theorists believe 
that the strained working relationship between employers and employees 
still exists. Capitalists own the means of production, and a system is in 
place to make business owners rich and keep workers poor. According to 
conflict theorists, the resulting stratification creates class conflict. If he 
were alive in today’s economy, as it recovers from a prolonged recession, 
Marx would likely have argued that the recession resulted from the greed of 
capitalists, satisfied at the expense of working people. 


Symbolic Interactionism 


Symbolic interactionism is a theory that uses everyday interactions of 
individuals to explain society as a whole. Symbolic interactionism 
examines stratification from a micro-level perspective. This analysis strives 
to explain how people’s social standing affects their everyday interactions. 


In most communities, people interact primarily with others who share the 
same social standing. It is precisely because of social stratification that 
people tend to live, work, and associate with others like themselves, people 
who share their same income level, educational background, or racial 
background, and even tastes in food, music, and clothing. The built-in 
system of social stratification groups people together. This is one of the 
reasons why it was rare for a royal prince like England’s Prince William to 
marry a commoner. 


Symbolic interactionists also note that people’s appearance reflects their 
perceived social standing. Housing, clothing, and transportation indicate 
social status, as do hairstyles, taste in accessories, and personal style. 


(a) A group of construction workers on the job 
site, and (b) a group of businessmen. What 
categories of stratification do these construction 
workers share? How do construction workers 
differ from executives or custodians? Who is more 
skilled? Who has greater prestige in society? 
(Photo (a) courtesy of Wikimedia Commons; 
Photo (b) courtesy of Chun Kit/flickr) 


To symbolically communicate social standing, people often engage in 
conspicuous consumption, which is the purchase and use of certain 
products to make a social statement about status. Carrying pricey but eco- 
friendly water bottles could indicate a person’s social standing. Some 
people buy expensive trendy sneakers even though they will never wear 
them to jog or play sports. A $17,000 car provides transportation as easily 
as a $100,000 vehicle, but the luxury car makes a social statement that the 
less expensive car can’t live up to. All these symbols of stratification are 
worthy of examination by an interactionist. 


Summary 


Social stratification can be examined from different sociological 
perspectives—functionalism, conflict theory, and symbolic interactionism. 
The functionalist perspective states that systems exist in society for good 
reasons. Conflict theorists observe that stratification promotes inequality, 
such as between rich business owners and poor workers. Symbolic 
interactionists examine stratification from a micro-level perspective. They 
observe how social standing affects people’s everyday interactions and how 
the concept of “social class” is constructed and maintained through 
everyday interactions. 


Section Quiz 


Exercise: 
Problem: 


The basic premise of the Davis-Moore thesis is that the unequal 
distribution of rewards in social stratification: 


a. is an outdated mode of societal organization 
b. is an artificial reflection of society 

Cc. serves a purpose in society 

d. cannot be justified 


Solution: 
Answer 
C 
Exercise: 
Problem: 
Unlike Davis and Moore, Melvin Tumin believed that, because of 


social stratification, some qualified people were higher-level 
job positions. 


a. denied the opportunity to obtain 
b. encouraged to train for 

c. often fired from 

d. forced into 


Solution: 
Answer 
A 
Exercise: 
Problem: 


Which statement represents stratification from the perspective of 
symbolic interactionism? 


a. Men often earn more than women, even working the same job. 

b. After work, Pat, a janitor, feels more comfortable eating in a truck 
stop than a French restaurant. 

c. Doctors earn more money because their job is more highly 
valued. 

d. Teachers continue to struggle to keep benefits such as health 
insurance. 


Solution: 
Answer 


B 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


When Karl Marx said workers experience alienation, he meant that 
workers: 


a. must labor alone, without companionship 


b. do not feel connected to their work 
c. move from one geographical location to another 
d. have to put forth self-effort to get ahead 


Solution: 
Answer 


B 


Exercise: 


Problem: Conflict theorists view capitalists as those who: 


a. are ambitious 

b. fund social services 

c. spend money wisely 

d. get rich while workers stay poor 


Solution: 
Answer 


D 


Short Answer 


Exercise: 
Problem: 
Analyze the Davis-Moore thesis. Do you agree with Davis and Moore? 
Does social stratification play an important function in society? What 


examples can you think of that support the thesis? What examples can 
you think of that refute the thesis? 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Consider social stratification from the symbolic interactionist 
perspective. How does social stratification influence the daily 
interactions of individuals? How do systems of class, based on factors 
such as prestige, power, income, and wealth, influence your own daily 
routines, as well as your beliefs and attitudes? Illustrate your ideas 
with specific examples and anecdotes from your own life and the lives 
of people in your community. 


References 
Davis, Kingsley, and Wilbert E. Moore. “Some Principles of Stratification.” 


American Sociological Review 10(2):242—249. Retrieved January 9, 2012 
(http://www.jstor.org/stable/2085643). 


Forbes.com LLC. 2014. "#15 Kobe Bryant." Retrived December 22, 2014 
(http://www.forbes.com/profile/kobe-bryant/). 


Marx, Karl. 1848. Manifesto of the Communist Party. Retrieved January 9, 
2012 (http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1848/communist- 
manifesto/). 


Tumin, Melvin M. 1953. “Some Principles of Stratification: A Critical 
Analysis.” American Sociological Review 18(4):387—394. 


Glossary 


conspicuous consumption 
the act of buying and using products to make a statement about social 
standing 


Davis-Moore thesis 
a thesis that argues some social stratification is a social necessity 


Introduction to Gender, Sex, and Sexuality 
class="introduction" 


Some 
children may 
learn at an 
early age that 
their gender 
does not 
correspond 
with their 
sex. (Photo 
courtesy of 
Rajesh 
Kumar/flickr 


) 


In 2009, the eighteen-year old South African athlete, Caster Semenya, won 
the women’s 800-meter world championship in Track and Field. Her time 


of 1:55:45, a surprising improvement from her 2008 time of 2:08:00, caused 
officials from the International Association of Athletics Foundation (IAAF) 
to question whether her win was legitimate. If this questioning were based 
on suspicion of steroid use, the case would be no different from that of 
Roger Clemens or Mark McGuire, or even Track and Field Olympic gold 
medal winner Marion Jones. But the questioning and eventual testing were 
based on allegations that Caster Semenya, no matter what gender identity 
she possessed, was biologically a male. 


You may be thinking that distinguishing biological maleness from 
biological femaleness is surely a simple matter—just conduct some DNA or 
hormonal testing, throw in a physical examination, and you’!] have the 
answer. But it is not that simple. Both biologically male and biologically 
female people produce a certain amount of testosterone, and different 
laboratories have different testing methods, which makes it difficult to set a 
specific threshold for the amount of male hormones produced by a female 
that renders her sex male. The International Olympic Committee (IOC) 
criteria for determining eligibility for sex-specific events are not intended to 
determine biological sex. “Instead these regulations are designed to identify 
circumstances in which a particular athlete will not be eligible (by reason of 
hormonal characteristics) to participate in the 2012 Olympic Games" in the 
female category (International Olympic Committee 2012). 


To provide further context, during the 1996 Atlanta Olympics, eight female 
athletes with XY chromosomes underwent testing and were ultimately 
confirmed as eligible to compete as women (Maugh 2009). To date, no 
males have undergone this sort of testing. Doesn’t that imply that when 
women perform better than expected, they are “too masculine,” but when 
men perform well they are simply superior athletes? Can you imagine Usain 
Bolt, the world’s fastest man, being examined by doctors to prove he was 
biologically male based solely on his appearance and athletic ability? 


Can you explain how sex, sexuality, and gender are different from each 
other? 


In this chapter, we will discuss the differences between sex and gender, 
along with issues like gender identity and sexuality. We will also explore 


various theoretical perspectives on the subjects of gender and sexuality, 
including the social construction of sexuality and queer theory. 
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Sex and Gender 


e Define and differentiate between sex and gender 

e Define and discuss what is meant by gender identity 

¢ Understand and discuss the role of homophobia and heterosexism in 
society 

e Distinguish the meanings of transgender, transsexual, and homosexual 
identities 


While the biological differences 
between males and females are 
fairly straightforward, the social 
and cultural aspects of being a 
man or woman can be 
complicated. (Photo courtesy of 
FaceMePLS/flickr) 


When filling out a document such as a job application or school registration 
form you are often asked to provide your name, address, phone number, 
birth date, and sex or gender. But have you ever been asked to provide your 
sex and your gender? Like most people, you may not have realized that sex 
and gender are not the same. However, sociologists and most other social 
scientists view them as conceptually distinct. Sex refers to physical or 
physiological differences between males and females, including both 
primary sex characteristics (the reproductive system) and secondary 


characteristics such as height and muscularity. Gender refers to behaviors, 
personal traits, and social positions that society attributes to being female or 
male. 


A person’s sex, as determined by his or her biology, does not always 
correspond with his or her gender. Therefore, the terms sex and gender are 
not interchangeable. A baby boy who is born with male genitalia will be 
identified as male. As he grows, however, he may identify with the 
feminine aspects of his culture. Since the term sex refers to biological or 
physical distinctions, characteristics of sex will not vary significantly 
between different human societies. Generally, persons of the female sex, 
regardless of culture, will eventually menstruate and develop breasts that 
can lactate. Characteristics of gender, on the other hand, may vary greatly 
between different societies. For example, in U.S. culture, it is considered 
feminine (or a trait of the female gender) to wear a dress or skirt. However, 
in many Middle Eastern, Asian, and African cultures, dresses or skirts 
(often referred to as sarongs, robes, or gowns) are considered masculine. 
The kilt worn by a Scottish male does not make him appear feminine in his 
culture. 


The dichotomous view of gender (the notion that someone is either male or 
female) is specific to certain cultures and is not universal. In some cultures 
gender is viewed as fluid. In the past, some anthropologists used the term 
berdache to refer to individuals who occasionally or permanently dressed 
and lived as a different gender. The practice has been noted among certain 
Native American tribes (Jacobs, Thomas, and Lang 1997). Samoan culture 
accepts what Samoans refer to as a “third gender.” Fa’afafine, which 
translates as “the way of the woman,” is a term used to describe individuals 
who are born biologically male but embody both masculine and feminine 
traits. Fa’afafines are considered an important part of Samoan culture. 
Individuals from other cultures may mislabel them as homosexuals because 
fa’afafines have a varied sexual life that may include men and women 
(Poasa 1992). 


Note: 
The Legalese of Sex and Gender 


The terms sex and gender have not always been differentiated in the 
English language. It was not until the 1950s that U.S. and British 
psychologists and other professionals working with intersex and 
transsexual patients formally began distinguishing between sex and gender. 
Since then, psychological and physiological professionals have 
increasingly used the term gender (Moi 2005). By the end of the twenty- 
first century, expanding the proper usage of the term gender to everyday 
language became more challenging—particularly where legal language is 
concerned. In an effort to clarify usage of the terms sex and gender, U.S. 
Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia wrote in a 1994 briefing, “The word 
gender has acquired the new and useful connotation of cultural or 
attitudinal characteristics (as opposed to physical characteristics) 
distinctive to the sexes. That is to say, gender is to sex as feminine is to 
female and masculine is to male” (J.E.B. v. Alabama, 144 S. Ct. 1436 
[1994]). Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg had a different take, 
however. Viewing the words as synonymous, she freely swapped them in 
her briefings so as to avoid having the word “sex” pop up too often. It is 
thought that her secretary supported this practice by suggestions to 
Ginsberg that “those nine men” (the other Supreme Court justices), “hear 
that word and their first association is not the way you want them to be 
thinking” (Case 1995). This anecdote reveals that both sex and gender are 
actually socially defined variables whose definitions change over time. 


Sexual Orientation 


A person’s sexual orientation is his or her physical, mental, emotional, and 
sexual attraction to a particular sex (male or female). Sexual orientation is 
typically divided into four categories: heterosexuality, the attraction to 
individuals of the other sex; homosexuality, the attraction to individuals of 
the same sex; bisexuality, the attraction to individuals of either sex; and 
asexuality, no attraction to either sex. Heterosexuals and homosexuals may 
also be referred to informally as “straight” and “gay,” respectively. The 
United States is a heteronormative society, meaning it assumes sexual 
orientation is biologically determined and unambiguous. Consider that 
homosexuals are often asked, “When did you know you were gay?” but 


heterosexuals are rarely asked, “When did you know that you were 
straight?” (Ryle 2011). 


According to current scientific understanding, individuals are usually aware 
of their sexual orientation between middle childhood and early adolescence 
(American Psychological Association 2008). They do not have to 
participate in sexual activity to be aware of these emotional, romantic, and 
physical attractions; people can be celibate and still recognize their sexual 
orientation. Homosexual women (also referred to as lesbians), homosexual 
men (also referred to as gays), and bisexuals of both genders may have very 
different experiences of discovering and accepting their sexual orientation. 
At the point of puberty, some may be able to announce their sexual 
orientations, while others may be unready or unwilling to make their 
homosexuality or bisexuality known since it goes against U.S. society’s 
historical norms (APA 2008). 


Alfred Kinsey was among the first to conceptualize sexuality as a 
continuum rather than a strict dichotomy of gay or straight. He created a 
six-point rating scale that ranges from exclusively heterosexual to 
exclusively homosexual. See the figure below. In his 1948 work Sexual 
Behavior in the Human Male, Kinsey writes, “Males do not represent two 
discrete populations, heterosexual and homosexual. The world is not to be 
divided into sheep and goats ... The living world is a continuum in each 
and every one of its aspects” (Kinsey 1948). 
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Varying bisexual responses 


The Kinsey scale indicates that 


sexuality can be measured by 
more than just heterosexuality 
and homosexuality. 


Later scholarship by Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick expanded on Kinsey’s 
notions. She coined the term “homosocial” to oppose “homosexual,” 
describing nonsexual same-sex relations. Sedgwick recognized that in U.S. 
culture, males are subject to a clear divide between the two sides of this 
continuum, whereas females enjoy more fluidity. This can be illustrated by 
the way women in the United States can express homosocial feelings 
(nonsexual regard for people of the same sex) through hugging, 
handholding, and physical closeness. In contrast, U.S. males refrain from 
these expressions since they violate the heteronormative expectation that 
male sexual attraction should be exclusively for females. Research suggests 
that it is easier for women violate these norms than men, because men are 
subject to more social disapproval for being physically close to other men 
(Sedgwick 1985). 


There is no scientific consensus regarding the exact reasons why an 
individual holds a heterosexual, homosexual, or bisexual orientation. 
Research has been conducted to study the possible genetic, hormonal, 
developmental, social, and cultural influences on sexual orientation, but 
there has been no evidence that links sexual orientation to one factor (APA 
2008). Research, however, does present evidence showing that homosexuals 
and bisexuals are treated differently than heterosexuals in schools, the 
workplace, and the military. In 2011, for example, Sears and Mallory used 
General Social Survey data from 2008 to show that 27 percent of lesbian, 
gay, bisexual (LGB) respondents reported experiencing sexual orientation- 
based discrimination during the five years prior to the survey. Further, 38 
percent of openly LGB people experienced discrimination during the same 
time. 


Much of this discrimination is based on stereotypes and misinformation. 
Some is based on heterosexism, which Herek (1990) suggests is both an 
ideology and a set of institutional practices that privilege heterosexuals and 


heterosexuality over other sexual orientations. Much like racism and 
sexism, heterosexism is a systematic disadvantage embedded in our social 
institutions, offering power to those who conform to hetereosexual 
orientation while simultaneously disadvantaging those who do not. 
Homophobia, an extreme or irrational aversion to homosexuals, accounts 
for further stereotyping and discrimination. Major policies to prevent 
discrimination based on sexual orientation have not come into effect until 
the last few years. In 2011, President Obama overturned “don’t ask, don’t 
tell,” a controversial policy that required homosexuals in the US military to 
keep their sexuality undisclosed. The Employee Non-Discrimination Act, 
which ensures workplace equality regardless of sexual orientation, is still 
pending full government approval. Organizations such as GLAAD (Gay & 
Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation) advocate for homosexual rights and 
encourage governments and citizens to recognize the presence of sexual 
discrimination and work to prevent it. Other advocacy agencies frequently 
use the acronyms LBGT and LBGTQ, which stands for “Lesbian, Gay, 
Bisexual, Transgender” (and “Queer” or “Questioning” when the Q is 
added). 


Sociologically, it is clear that gay and lesbian couples are negatively 
affected in states where they are denied the legal right to marriage. In 1996, 
The Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) was passed, explicitly limiting the 
definition of “marriage” to a union between one man and one woman. It 
also allowed individual states to choose whether or not they recognized 
Same-sex marriages performed in other states. Imagine that you married an 
opposite-sex partner under similar conditions—if you went on a cross- 
country vacation the validity of your marriage would change every time you 
crossed state lines. In another blow to same-sex marriage advocates, in 
November 2008 California passed Proposition 8, a state law that limited 
marriage to unions of opposite-sex partners. 


Over time, advocates for same-sex marriage have won several court cases, 
laying the groundwork for legalized same-sex marriage across the United 
States, including the June 2013 decision to overturn part of DOMA in 
Windsor v. United States, and the Supreme Court’s dismissal of 
Hollingsworth v. Perry, affirming the August 2010 ruling that found 
California’s Proposition 8 unconstitutional. In October 2014, the U.S. 


Supreme Court declined to hear appeals to rulings against same-sex 
marriage bans, which effectively legalized same-sex marriage in Indiana, 
Oklahoma, Utah, Virginia, and Wisconsin, Colorado, North Carolina, West 
Virginia, and Wyoming (Freedom to Marry, Inc. 2014). Same-sex marriage 
is now legal across most of the United States. The next few years will 
determine whether the right to same-sex marriage is affirmed, depending on 
whether the U.S. Supreme Court takes a judicial step to guarantee the 
freedom to marry as a civil right. 


Gender Roles 


As we grow, we learn how to behave from those around us. In this 
socialization process, children are introduced to certain roles that are 
typically linked to their biological sex. The term gender role refers to 
society’s concept of how men and women are expected to look and how 
they should behave. These roles are based on norms, or standards, created 
by society. In U.S. culture, masculine roles are usually associated with 
strength, aggression, and dominance, while feminine roles are usually 
associated with passivity, nurturing, and subordination. Role learning starts 
with socialization at birth. Even today, our society is quick to outfit male 
infants in blue and girls in pink, even applying these color-coded gender 
labels while a baby is in the womb. 


One way children learn gender roles is through play. Parents typically 
supply boys with trucks, toy guns, and superhero paraphernalia, which are 
active toys that promote motor skills, aggression, and solitary play. 
Daughters are often given dolls and dress-up apparel that foster nurturing, 
social proximity, and role play. Studies have shown that children will most 
likely choose to play with “gender appropriate” toys (or same-gender toys) 
even when cross-gender toys are available because parents give children 
positive feedback (in the form of praise, involvement, and physical 
closeness) for gender normative behavior (Caldera, Huston, and O’Brien 
1998). 


Fathers tend to be 
more involved 
when their sons 
engage in gender- 
appropriate 
activities such as 
sports. (Photo 
courtesy of Shawn 
Lea/flickr) 


The drive to adhere to masculine and feminine gender roles continues later 
in life. Men tend to outnumber women in professions such as law 
enforcement, the military, and politics. Women tend to outnumber men in 
care-related occupations such as childcare, healthcare (even though the term 
“doctor” still conjures the image of a man), and social work. These 
occupational roles are examples of typical U.S. male and female behavior, 
derived from our culture’s traditions. Adherence to them demonstrates 
fulfillment of social expectations but not necessarily personal preference 
(Diamond 2002). 


Gender Identity 


U.S. society allows for some level of flexibility when it comes to acting out 
gender roles. To a certain extent, men can assume some feminine roles and 


women Can assume some masculine roles without interfering with their 
gender identity. Gender identity is a person’s deeply held internal 
perception of his or her gender. 


Individuals who identify with the role that is the different from their 
biological sex are called transgender. Transgender is not the same as 
homosexual, and many homosexual males view both their sex and gender 
as male. Transgender females are males who have such a strong emotional 
and psychological connection to the feminine aspects of society that they 
identify their gender as female. The parallel connection to masculinity 
exists for transgender males. It is difficult to determine the prevalence of 
transgenderism in society. However, it is estimated that two to five percent 
of the U.S. population is transgender (Transgender Law and Policy Institute 
2007). 


Transgender individuals who attempt to alter their bodies through medical 
interventions such as surgery and hormonal therapy—-so that their physical 
being is better aligned with gender identity—are called transsexuals. They 
may also be known as male-to-female (MTF) or female-to-male (FTM). 
Not all transgender individuals choose to alter their bodies: many will 
maintain their original anatomy but may present themselves to society as 
another gender. This is typically done by adopting the dress, hairstyle, 
mannerisms, or other characteristic typically assigned to another gender. It 
is important to note that people who cross-dress, or wear clothing that is 
traditionally assigned to a gender different from their biological sex, are not 
necessarily transgender. Cross-dressing is typically a form of self- 
expression, entertainment, or personal style, and it is not necessarily an 
expression against one’s assigned gender (APA 2008). 


There is no single, conclusive explanation for why people are transgender. 
Transgender expressions and experiences are so diverse that it is difficult to 
identify their origin. Some hypotheses suggest biological factors such as 
genetics or prenatal hormone levels as well as social and cultural factors 
such as childhood and adulthood experiences. Most experts believe that all 
of these factors contribute to a person’s gender identity (APA 2008). 


After years of controversy over the treatment of sex and gender in the 
American Psychiatric Association Diagnostic and Statistical Manual for 


Mental Disorders (Drescher 2010), the most recent edition, DSM-5, 
responds to allegations that the term “Gender Identity Disorder” is 
stigmatizing by replacing it with “Gender Dysphoria.” Gender Identity 
Disorder as a diagnostic category stigmatized the patient by implying there 
was something “disordered” about them. Gender Dysphoria, on the other 
hand, removes some of that stigma by taking the word "disorder" out while 
maintaining a category that will protect patient access to care, including 
hormone therapy and gender reassignment surgery. In the DSM-5, Gender 
Dysphoria is a condition of people whose gender at birth is contrary to the 
one they identify with. For a person to be diagnosed with Gender 
Dysphoria, there must be a marked difference between the individual’s 
expressed/experienced gender and the gender others would assign him or 
her, and it must continue for at least six months. In children, the desire to be 
of the other gender must be present and verbalized. This diagnosis is now a 
separate category from sexual dysfunction and paraphilia, another important 
part of removing stigma from the diagnosis (APA 2013). 


Changing the clinical description may contribute to a larger acceptance of 
transgender people in society. Studies show that people who identify as 
transgender are twice as likely to experience assault or discrimination as 
nontransgender individuals; they are also one and a half times more likely 
to experience intimidation (National Coalition of Anti-Violence Programs 
2010; Giovanniello 2013). Organizations such as the National Coalition of 
Anti-Violence Programs and Global Action for Trans Equality work to 
prevent, respond to, and end all types of violence against transgender, 
transsexual, and homosexual individuals. These organizations hope that by 
educating the public about gender identity and empowering transgender and 
transsexual individuals, this violence will end. 


Note: 

Real-Life Freaky Friday 

What if you had to live as a sex you were not biologically born to? If you 
are a man, imagine that you were forced to wear frilly dresses, dainty 
shoes, and makeup to special occasions, and you were expected to enjoy 
romantic comedies and daytime talk shows. If you are a woman, imagine 


that you were forced to wear shapeless clothing, put only minimal effort 
into your personal appearance, not show emotion, and watch countless 
hours of sporting events and sports-related commentary. It would be pretty 
uncomfortable, right? Well, maybe not. Many people enjoy participating in 
activities, whether they are associated with their biological sex or not, and 
would not mind if some of the cultural expectations for men and women 
were loosened. 

Now, imagine that when you look at your body in the mirror, you feel 
disconnected. You feel your genitals are shameful and dirty, and you feel as 
though you are trapped in someone else’s body with no chance of escape. 
As you get older, you hate the way your body is changing, and, therefore, 
you hate yourself. These elements of disconnect and shame are important 
to understand when discussing transgender individuals. Fortunately, 
sociological studies pave the way for a deeper and more empirically 
grounded understanding of the transgender experience. 


Chaz Bono is the 
transgender son of 
Cher and Sonny Bono. 
While he was born 
female, he considers 


himself male. Being 
transgender is not 
about clothing or 
hairstyles; it is about 
self-perception. (Photo 
courtesy of Greg 
Hernandez/flickr) 


Summary 


The terms “sex” and “gender” refer to two different identifiers. Sex denotes 
biological characteristics differentiating males and females, while gender 
denotes social and cultural characteristics of masculine and feminine 
behavior. Sex and gender are not always synchronous. Individuals who 
strongly identify with the opposing gender are considered transgender. 


Section Quiz 


Exercise: 


Problem: 
The terms “masculine” and “feminine” refer to a person’s 


a. SEX 
b. gender 

c. both sex and gender 
d. none of the above 


Solution: 
Answer 


B 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


The term refers to society's concept of how men and women 
are expected to act and how they should behave. 


a. gender role 

b. gender bias 

c. sexual orientation 
d. sexual attitudes 


Solution: 
Answer 
A 
Exercise: 
Problem: 


Research indicates that individuals are aware of their sexual 
orientation 


a. at infancy 

b. in early adolescence 
c. in early adulthood 
d. in late adulthood 


Solution: 
Answer 


B 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


A person who is biologically female but identifies with the male 
gender and has undergone surgery to alter her body is considered 


a. transgender 
b. transsexual 
c. a cross-dresser 
d. homosexual 


Solution: 
Answer 
B 
Exercise: 
Problem: 


Which of following is correct regarding the explanation for 
transgenderism? 


a. It is strictly biological and associated with chemical imbalances in 
the brain. 

b. It is a behavior that is learned through socializing with other 
transgender individuals. 

c. It is genetic and usually skips one generation. 

d. Currently, there is no definitive explanation for transgenderism. 


Solution: 
Answer 


D 


Short Answer 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Why do sociologists find it important to differentiate between sex and 
gender? What importance does the differentiation have in modern 
society? 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


How is children’s play influenced by gender roles? Think back to your 
childhood. How “gendered” were the toys and activities available to 
you? Do you remember gender expectations being conveyed through 
the approval or disapproval of your playtime choices? 


Further Research 


For more information on gender identity and advocacy for transgender 
individuals see the Global Action for Trans Equality web site at 
http://openstaxcollege.org/I/trans_ equality. 
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Glossary 


DOMA 
Defense of Marriage Act, a 1996 U.S. law explicitly limiting the 
definition of “marriage” to a union between one man and one woman 
and allowing each individual state to recognize or deny same-sex 
marriages performed in other states 


gender dysphoria 
a condition listed in the DSM-5 in which people whose gender at birth 
is contrary to the one they identify with. This condition replaces 
"gender identity disorder" 


gender identity 
a person’s deeply held internal perception of his or her gender 


gender role 
society’s concept of how men and women should behave 


gender 
a term that refers to social or cultural distinctions of behaviors that are 
considered male or female 


heterosexism 
an ideology and a set of institutional practices that privilege 
heterosexuals and heterosexuality over other sexual orientations 


homophobia 
an extreme or irrational aversion to homosexuals 


sex 
a term that denotes the presence of physical or physiological 
differences between males and females 


sexual orientation 
a person’s physical, mental, emotional, and sexual attraction to a 
particular sex (male or female) 


transgender 
an adjective that describes individuals who identify with the behaviors 
and characteristics that are other than their biological sex 


transsexuals 
transgender individuals who attempt to alter their bodies through 
medical interventions such as surgery and hormonal therapy 


Gender 


e Explain the influence of socialization on gender roles in the United 
States 

e Understand the stratification of gender in major American institutions 

e Describe gender from the view of each sociological perspective 


Traditional images 
of U.S. gender 
roles reinforce the 
idea that women 
should be 
subordinate to men. 
(Photo courtesy of 
Sport 
Suburban/flickr) 


Gender and Socialization 


The phrase “boys will be boys” is often used to justify behavior such as 
pushing, shoving, or other forms of aggression from young boys. The 
phrase implies that such behavior is unchangeable and something that is 
part of a boy’s nature. Aggressive behavior, when it does not inflict 


significant harm, is often accepted from boys and men because it is 
congruent with the cultural script for masculinity. The “script” written by 
society is in some ways similar to a script written by a playwright. Just as a 
playwright expects actors to adhere to a prescribed script, society expects 
women and men to behave according to the expectations of their respective 
gender roles. Scripts are generally learned through a process known as 
socialization, which teaches people to behave according to social norms. 


Socialization 


Children learn at a young age that there are distinct expectations for boys 
and girls. Cross-cultural studies reveal that children are aware of gender 
roles by age two or three. At four or five, most children are firmly 
entrenched in culturally appropriate gender roles (Kane 1996). Children 
acquire these roles through socialization, a process in which people learn to 
behave in a particular way as dictated by societal values, beliefs, and 
attitudes. For example, society often views riding a motorcycle as a 
masculine activity and, therefore, considers it to be part of the male gender 
role. Attitudes such as this are typically based on stereotypes, 
oversimplified notions about members of a group. Gender stereotyping 
involves overgeneralizing about the attitudes, traits, or behavior patterns of 
women or men. For example, women may be thought of as too timid or 
weak to ride a motorcycle. 


Although our society may 
have a stereotype that 
associates motorcycles 

with men, female bikers 
demonstrate that a 
woman’s place extends 
far beyond the kitchen in 
the modern United States. 
(Photo courtesy of Robert 
Couse-Baker/flickr) 


Gender stereotypes form the basis of sexism. Sexism refers to prejudiced 
beliefs that value one sex over another. It varies in its level of severity. In 
parts of the world where women are strongly undervalued, young girls may 
not be given the same access to nutrition, healthcare, and education as boys. 
Further, they will grow up believing they deserve to be treated differently 
from boys (UNICEF 2011; Thorne 1993). While it is illegal in the United 
States when practiced as discrimination, unequal treatment of women 
continues to pervade social life. It should be noted that discrimination based 
on sex occurs at both the micro- and macro-levels. Many sociologists focus 
on discrimination that is built into the social structure; this type of 
discrimination is known as institutional discrimination (Pincus 2008). 


Gender socialization occurs through four major agents of socialization: 
family, education, peer groups, and mass media. Each agent reinforces 
gender roles by creating and maintaining normative expectations for 
gender-specific behavior. Exposure also occurs through secondary agents 
such as religion and the workplace. Repeated exposure to these agents over 
time leads men and women into a false sense that they are acting naturally 
rather than following a socially constructed role. 


Family is the first agent of socialization. There is considerable evidence that 
parents socialize sons and daughters differently. Generally speaking, girls 
are given more latitude to step outside of their prescribed gender role 
(Coltrane and Adams 2004; Kimmel 2000; Raffaelli and Ontai 2004). 


However, differential socialization typically results in greater privileges 
afforded to sons. For instance, boys are allowed more autonomy and 
independence at an earlier age than daughters. They may be given fewer 
restrictions on appropriate clothing, dating habits, or curfew. Sons are also 
often free from performing domestic duties such as cleaning or cooking and 
other household tasks that are considered feminine. Daughters are limited 
by their expectation to be passive and nurturing, generally obedient, and to 
assume many of the domestic responsibilities. 


Even when parents set gender equality as a goal, there may be underlying 
indications of inequality. For example, boys may be asked to take out the 
garbage or perform other tasks that require strength or toughness, while 
girls may be asked to fold laundry or perform duties that require neatness 
and care. It has been found that fathers are firmer in their expectations for 
gender conformity than are mothers, and their expectations are stronger for 
sons than they are for daughters (Kimmel 2000). This is true in many types 
of activities, including preference for toys, play styles, discipline, chores, 
and personal achievements. As a result, boys tend to be particularly attuned 
to their father’s disapproval when engaging in an activity that might be 
considered feminine, like dancing or singing (Coltraine and Adams 2008). 
Parental socialization and normative expectations also vary along lines of 
social class, race, and ethnicity. African American families, for instance, are 
more likely than Caucasians to model an egalitarian role structure for their 
children (Staples and Boulin Johnson 2004). 


The reinforcement of gender roles and stereotypes continues once a child 
reaches school age. Until very recently, schools were rather explicit in their 
efforts to stratify boys and girls. The first step toward stratification was 
segregation. Girls were encouraged to take home economics or humanities 
courses and boys to take math and science. 


Studies suggest that gender socialization still occurs in schools today, 
perhaps in less obvious forms (Lips 2004). Teachers may not even realize 
they are acting in ways that reproduce gender differentiated behavior 
patterns. Yet any time they ask students to arrange their seats or line up 
according to gender, teachers may be asserting that boys and girls should be 
treated differently (Thorne 1993). 


Even in levels as low as kindergarten, schools subtly convey messages to 
girls indicating that they are less intelligent or less important than boys. For 
example, in a study of teacher responses to male and female students, data 
indicated that teachers praised male students far more than female students. 
Teachers interrupted girls more often and gave boys more opportunities to 
expand on their ideas (Sadker and Sadker 1994). Further, in social as well 
as academic situations, teachers have traditionally treated boys and girls in 
opposite ways, reinforcing a sense of competition rather than collaboration 
(Thorne 1993). Boys are also permitted a greater degree of freedom to 
break rules or commit minor acts of deviance, whereas girls are expected to 
follow rules carefully and adopt an obedient role (Ready 2001). 


Mimicking the actions of significant others is the first step in the 
development of a separate sense of self (Mead 1934). Like adults, children 
become agents who actively facilitate and apply normative gender 
expectations to those around them. When children do not conform to the 
appropriate gender role, they may face negative sanctions such as being 
criticized or marginalized by their peers. Though many of these sanctions 
are informal, they can be quite severe. For example, a girl who wishes to 
take karate class instead of dance lessons may be called a “tomboy” and 
face difficulty gaining acceptance from both male and female peer groups 
(Ready 2001). Boys, especially, are subject to intense ridicule for gender 
nonconformity (Coltrane and Adams 2004; Kimmel 2000). 


Mass media serves as another significant agent of gender socialization. In 
television and movies, women tend to have less significant roles and are 
often portrayed as wives or mothers. When women are given a lead role, it 
often falls into one of two extremes: a wholesome, saint-like figure or a 
malevolent, hypersexual figure (Etaugh and Bridges 2003). This same 
inequality is pervasive in children’s movies (Smith 2008). Research 
indicates that in the ten top-grossing G-rated movies released between 1991 
and 2013, nine out of ten characters were male (Smith 2008). 


Television commercials and other forms of advertising also reinforce 
inequality and gender-based stereotypes. Women are almost exclusively 
present in ads promoting cooking, cleaning, or childcare-related products 
(Davis 1993). Think about the last time you saw a man star in a dishwasher 


or laundry detergent commercial. In general, women are underrepresented 
in roles that involve leadership, intelligence, or a balanced psyche. Of 
particular concern is the depiction of women in ways that are 
dehumanizing, especially in music videos. Even in mainstream advertising, 
however, themes intermingling violence and sexuality are quite common 
(Kilbourne 2000). 


Social Stratification and Inequality 


Stratification refers to a system in which groups of people experience 
unequal access to basic, yet highly valuable, social resources. The United 
States is characterized by gender stratification (as well as stratification of 
race, income, occupation, and the like). Evidence of gender stratification is 
especially keen within the economic realm. Despite making up nearly half 
(49.8 percent) of payroll employment, men vastly outnumber women in 
authoritative, powerful, and, therefore, high-earning jobs (U.S. Census 
Bureau 2010). Even when a woman’s employment status is equal to a 
man’s, she will generally make only 77 cents for every dollar made by her 
male counterpart (U.S. Census Bureau 2010). Women in the paid labor 
force also still do the majority of the unpaid work at home. On an average 
day, 84 percent of women (compared to 67 percent of men) spend time 
doing household management activities (U.S. Census Bureau 2011). This 
double duty keeps working women in a subordinate role in the family 
structure (Hochschild and Machung 1989). 


Gender stratification through the division of labor is not exclusive to the 
United States. According to George Murdock’s classic work, Outline of 
World Cultures (1954), all societies classify work by gender. When a 
pattern appears in all societies, it is called a cultural universal. While the 
phenomenon of assigning work by gender is universal, its specifics are not. 
The same task is not assigned to either men or women worldwide. But the 
way each task’s associated gender is valued is notable. In Murdock’s 
examination of the division of labor among 324 societies around the world, 
he found that in nearly all cases the jobs assigned to men were given greater 
prestige (Murdock and White 1968). Even if the job types were very similar 
and the differences slight, men’s work was still considered more vital. 


There is a long history of gender stratification in the United States. When 
looking to the past, it would appear that society has made great strides in 
terms of abolishing some of the most blatant forms of gender inequality 
(see timeline below) but underlying effects of male dominance still 
permeate many aspects of society. 


¢ Before 1809—Women could not execute a will 

¢ Before 1840—Women were not allowed to own or control property 

e Before 1920—Women were not permitted to vote 

e Before 1963—Employers could legally pay a woman less than a man 
for the same work 

¢ Before 1973—Women did not have the right to a safe and legal 
abortion (Imbornoni 2009) 


In some cultures, women do all 
of the household chores with no 
help from men, as doing 
housework is a sign of 
weakness, considered by society 
as a feminine trait. (Photo 
courtesy of Evil Erin/flickr) 


Theoretical Perspectives on Gender 


Sociological theories help sociologists to develop questions and interpret 
data. For example, a sociologist studying why middle-school girls are more 
likely than their male counterparts to fall behind grade-level expectations in 
math and science might use a feminist perspective to frame her research. 
Another scholar might proceed from the conflict perspective to investigate 
why women are underrepresented in political office, and an interactionist 
might examine how the symbols of femininity interact with symbols of 
political authority to affect how women in Congress are treated by their 
male counterparts in meetings. 


Structural Functionalism 


Structural functionalism has provided one of the most important 
perspectives of sociological research in the twentieth century and has been a 
major influence on research in the social sciences, including gender studies. 
Viewing the family as the most integral component of society, assumptions 
about gender roles within marriage assume a prominent place in this 
perspective. 


Functionalists argue that gender roles were established well before the pre- 
industrial era when men typically took care of responsibilities outside of the 
home, such as hunting, and women typically took care of the domestic 
responsibilities in or around the home. These roles were considered 
functional because women were often limited by the physical restraints of 
pregnancy and nursing and unable to leave the home for long periods of 
time. Once established, these roles were passed on to subsequent 
generations since they served as an effective means of keeping the family 
system functioning properly. 


When changes occurred in the social and economic climate of the United 
States during World War II, changes in the family structure also occurred. 
Many women had to assume the role of breadwinner (or modern hunter- 
gatherer) alongside their domestic role in order to stabilize a rapidly 
changing society. When the men returned from war and wanted to reclaim 
their jobs, society fell back into a state of imbalance, as many women did 
not want to forfeit their wage-earning positions (Hawke 2007). 


Conflict Theory 


According to conflict theory, society is a struggle for dominance among 
social groups (like women versus men) that compete for scarce resources. 
When sociologists examine gender from this perspective, we can view men 
as the dominant group and women as the subordinate group. According to 
conflict theory, social problems are created when dominant groups exploit 
or oppress subordinate groups. Consider the Women’s Suffrage Movement 
or the debate over women’s “right to choose” their reproductive futures. It 
is difficult for women to rise above men, as dominant group members 
create the rules for success and opportunity in society (Farrington and 
Chertok 1993). 


Friedrich Engels, a German sociologist, studied family structure and gender 
roles. Engels suggested that the same owner-worker relationship seen in the 
labor force is also seen in the household, with women assuming the role of 
the proletariat. This is due to women’s dependence on men for the 
attainment of wages, which is even worse for women who are entirely 
dependent upon their spouses for economic support. Contemporary conflict 
theorists suggest that when women become wage earners, they can gain 
power in the family structure and create more democratic arrangements in 
the home, although they may still carry the majority of the domestic burden, 
as noted earlier (Rismanand and Johnson-Sumerford 1998). 


Feminist Theory 


Feminist theory is a type of conflict theory that examines inequalities in 
gender-related issues. It uses the conflict approach to examine the 
maintenance of gender roles and inequalities. Radical feminism, in 
particular, considers the role of the family in perpetuating male dominance. 
In patriarchal societies, men’s contributions are seen as more valuable than 
those of women. Patriarchal perspectives and arrangements are widespread 
and taken for granted. As a result, women’s viewpoints tend to be silenced 
or marginalized to the point of being discredited or considered invalid. 


Sanday’s study of the Indonesian Minangkabau (2004) revealed that in 
societies some consider to be matriarchies (where women comprise the 
dominant group), women and men tend to work cooperatively rather than 
competitively regardless of whether a job is considered feminine by U.S. 
standards. The men, however, do not experience the sense of bifurcated 
consciousness under this social structure that modern U.S. females 
encounter (Sanday 2004). 


Symbolic Interactionism 


Symbolic interactionism aims to understand human behavior by analyzing 
the critical role of symbols in human interaction. This is certainly relevant 
to the discussion of masculinity and femininity. Imagine that you walk into 
a bank hoping to get a small loan for school, a home, or a small business 
venture. If you meet with a male loan officer, you may state your case 
logically by listing all the hard numbers that make you a qualified applicant 
as a means of appealing to the analytical characteristics associated with 
masculinity. If you meet with a female loan officer, you may make an 
emotional appeal by stating your good intentions as a means of appealing to 
the caring characteristics associated with femininity. 


Because the meanings attached to symbols are socially created and not 
natural, and fluid, not static, we act and react to symbols based on the 
current assigned meaning. The word gay, for example, once meant 
“cheerful,” but by the 1960s it carried the primary meaning of 
“homosexual.” In transition, it was even known to mean “careless” or 
“bright and showing” (Oxford American Dictionary 2010). Furthermore, 
the word gay (as it refers to a homosexual), carried a somewhat negative 
and unfavorable meaning fifty years ago, but it has since gained more 
neutral and even positive connotations. When people perform tasks or 
possess characteristics based on the gender role assigned to them, they are 
said to be doing gender. This notion is based on the work of West and 
Zimmerman (1987). Whether we are expressing our masculinity or 
femininity, West and Zimmerman argue, we are always "doing gender." 
Thus, gender is something we do or perform, not something we are. 


In other words, both gender and sexuality are socially constructed. The 
social construction of sexuality refers to the way in which socially created 
definitions about the cultural appropriateness of sex-linked behavior shape 
the way people see and experience sexuality. This is in marked contrast to 
theories of sex, gender, and sexuality that link male and female behavior to 
biological determinism, or the belief that men and women behave 
differently due to differences in their biology. 


Note: 

Being Male, Being Female, and Being Healthy 

In 1971, Broverman and Broverman conducted a groundbreaking study on 
the traits mental health workers ascribed to males and females. When 
asked to name the characteristics of a female, the list featured words such 
as unaggressive, gentle, emotional, tactful, less logical, not ambitious, 
dependent, passive, and neat. The list of male characteristics featured 
words such as aggressive, rough, unemotional, blunt, logical, direct, active, 
and sloppy (Seem and Clark 2006). Later, when asked to describe the 
characteristics of a healthy person (not gender specific), the list was nearly 
identical to that of a male. 

This study uncovered the general assumption that being female is 
associated with being somewhat unhealthy or not of sound mind. This 
concept seems extremely dated, but in 2006, Seem and Clark replicated the 
study and found similar results. Again, the characteristics associated with a 
healthy male were very similar to that of a healthy (genderless) adult. The 
list of characteristics associated with being female broadened somewhat 
but did not show significant change from the original study (Seem and 
Clark 2006). This interpretation of feminine characteristic may help us one 
day better understand gender disparities in certain illnesses, such as why 
one in eight women can be expected to develop clinical depression in her 
lifetime (National Institute of Mental Health 1999). Perhaps these 
diagnoses are not just a reflection of women’s health, but also a reflection 
of society’s labeling of female characteristics, or the result of 
institutionalized sexism. 


Summary 


Children become aware of gender roles in their earliest years, and they 
come to understand and perform these roles through socialization, which 
occurs through four major agents: family, education, peer groups, and mass 
media. Socialization into narrowly prescribed gender roles results in the 
stratification of males and females. Each sociological perspective offers a 
valuable view for understanding how and why gender inequality occurs in 
our society. 


Section Quiz 


Exercise: 


Problem: 
Which of the following is the best example of a gender stereotype? 


a. Women are typically shorter than men. 

b. Men do not live as long as women. 

c. Women tend to be overly emotional, while men tend to be 
levelheaded. 

d. Men hold more high-earning, leadership jobs than women. 


Solution: 
Answer 


C 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


Which of the following is the best example of the role peers play as an 
agent of socialization for school-aged children? 


a. Children can act however they wish around their peers because 
children are unaware of gender roles. 


b. Peers serve as a support system for children who wish to act 
outside of their assigned gender roles. 

c. Peers tend to reinforce gender roles by criticizing and 
marginalizing those who behave outside of their assigned roles. 

d. None of the above 


Solution: 
Answer 
@ 
Exercise: 
Problem: 
To which theoretical perspective does the following statement most 
likely apply: Women continue to assume the responsibility in the 


household along with a paid occupation because it keeps the household 
running smoothly, i.e., at a state of balance? 


a. Conflict theory 

b. Functionalism 

c. Feminist theory 

d. Symbolic interactionism 


Solution: 
Answer 
B 
Exercise: 
Problem: Only women are affected by gender stratification. 


a. True 
b. False 


Solution: 
Answer 
B 
Exercise: 
Problem: 


de 


According to the symbolic interactionist perspective, we “do gender”: 


a. during half of our activities 

b. only when they apply to our biological sex 

c. only if we are actively following gender roles 
d. all of the time, in everything we do 


Solution: 
Answer 


D 


Short Answer 


Exercise: 
Problem: 
In what way do parents treat sons and daughters differently? How do 
sons and daughters typically respond to this treatment? 
Exercise: 
Problem: 
What can be done to lessen the effects of gender stratification in the 


workplace? How does gender stratification harm both men and 
women? 


Further Research 


Learn more about gender at the Kinsey Institute here: 
http://openstaxcollege.org/l/2EKinsey 
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Glossary 


biological determinism 
the belief that men and women behave differently due to inherent sex 
differences related to their biology 


doing gender 
the performance of tasks based upon the gender assigned to us by 
society and, in turn, ourselves 


sexism 
the prejudiced belief that one sex should be valued over another 


social construction of sexuality 
socially created definitions about the cultural appropriateness of sex- 
linked behavior which shape how people see and experience sexuality 


Sex and Sexuality 


e Understand different attitudes associated with sex and sexuality 
e Define sexual inequality in various societies 
e Discuss theoretical perspectives on sex and sexuality 


Sexual practices can differ 
greatly among groups. 
Recent trends include the 
finding that married couples 
have sex more frequently 
than do singles and that 27 
percent of married couples in 
their 30s have sex at least 
twice a week (NSSHB 
2010). (Photo courtesy of 
epSos.de/flickr) 


Sexual Attitudes and Practices 


In the area of sexuality, sociologists focus their attention on sexual attitudes 
and practices, not on physiology or anatomy. Sexuality is viewed as a 
person’s capacity for sexual feelings. Studying sexual attitudes and 
practices is a particularly interesting field of sociology because sexual 
behavior is a cultural universal. Throughout time and place, the vast 


majority of human beings have participated in sexual relationships (Broude 
2003). Each society, however, interprets sexuality and sexual activity in 
different ways. Many societies around the world have different attitudes 
about premarital sex, the age of sexual consent, homosexuality, 
masturbation, and other sexual behaviors (Widmer, Treas, and Newcomb 
1998). At the same time, sociologists have learned that certain norms are 
shared among most societies. The incest taboo is present in every society, 
though which relative is deemed unacceptable for sex varies widely from 
culture to culture. For example, sometimes the relatives of the father are 
considered acceptable sexual partners for a woman while the relatives of the 
mother are not. Likewise, societies generally have norms that reinforce their 
accepted social system of sexuality. 


What is considered “normal” in terms of sexual behavior is based on the 
mores and values of the society. Societies that value monogamy, for 
example, would likely oppose extramarital sex. Individuals are socialized to 
sexual attitudes by their family, education system, peers, media, and 
religion. Historically, religion has been the greatest influence on sexual 
behavior in most societies, but in more recent years, peers and the media 
have emerged as two of the strongest influences, particularly among U.S. 
teens (Potard, Courtois, and Rusch 2008). Let us take a closer look at sexual 
attitudes in the United States and around the world. 


Sexuality around the World 


Cross-national research on sexual attitudes in industrialized nations reveals 
that normative standards differ across the world. For example, several 
studies have shown that Scandinavian students are more tolerant of 
premarital sex than are U.S. students (Grose 2007). A study of 37 countries 
reported that non-Western societies—like China, Iran, and India—valued 
chastity highly in a potential mate, while Western European countries— 
such as France, the Netherlands, and Sweden—placed little value on prior 
sexual experiences (Buss 1989). 


Country Males (Mean) Females (Mean) 


China 2.54 2.61 
India 2.44 2.17 
Indonesia 2.06 1.98 
Iran 2.67 2:23 
Israel (Palestinian) 2,24 0.96 
Sweden 0.25 0.28 
Norway 0.31 0.30 
Finland 0.27 0.29 
The Netherlands 0.29 0.29 


Chastity in Terms of Potential MatesSource: Buss 1989 


Even among Western cultures, attitudes can differ. For example, according 
to a 33,590-person survey across 24 countries, 89 percent of Swedes 
responded that there is nothing wrong with premarital sex, while only 42 
percent of Irish responded this way. From the same study, 93 percent of 
Filipinos responded that sex before age 16 is always wrong or almost 
always wrong, while only 75 percent of Russians responded this way 
(Widmer, Treas, and Newcomb 1998). Sexual attitudes can also vary within 
a country. For instance, 45 percent of Spaniards responded that 
homosexuality is always wrong, while 42 percent responded that it is never 
wrong; only 13 percent responded somewhere in the middle (Widmer, 
Treas, and Newcomb 1998). 


Of industrialized nations, Sweden is thought to be the most liberal when it 
comes to attitudes about sex, including sexual practices and sexual 
openness. The country has very few regulations on sexual images in the 


media, and sex education, which starts around age six, is a compulsory part 
of Swedish school curricula. Sweden’s permissive approach to sex has 
helped the country avoid some of the major social problems associated with 
sex. For example, rates of teen pregnancy and sexually transmitted disease 
are among the world’s lowest (Grose 2007). It would appear that Sweden is 
a model for the benefits of sexual freedom and frankness. However, 
implementing Swedish ideals and policies regarding sexuality in other, 
more politically conservative, nations would likely be met with resistance. 


Sexuality in the United States 


The United States prides itself on being the land of the “free,” but it is 
rather restrictive when it comes to its citizens’ general attitudes about sex 
compared to other industrialized nations. In an international survey, 29 
percent of U.S. respondents stated that premarital sex is always wrong, 
while the average among the 24 countries surveyed was 17 percent. Similar 
discrepancies were found in questions about the condemnation of sex 
before the age of 16, extramarital sex, and homosexuality, with total 
disapproval of these acts being 12, 13, and 11 percent higher, respectively, 
in the United States, than the study’s average (Widmer, Treas, and 
Newcomb 1998). 


U.S. culture is particularly restrictive in its attitudes about sex when it 
comes to women and sexuality. It is widely believed that men are more 
sexual than are women. In fact, there is a popular notion that men think 
about sex every seven seconds. Research, however, suggests that men think 
about sex an average of 19 times per day, compared to 10 times per day for 
women (Fisher, Moore, and Pittenger 2011). 


Belief that men have—or have the right to—more sexual urges than women 
creates a double standard. Ira Reiss, a pioneer researcher in the field of 
sexual studies, defined the double standard as prohibiting premarital sexual 
intercourse for women but allowing it for men (Reiss 1960). This standard 
has evolved into allowing women to engage in premarital sex only within 
committed love relationships, but allowing men to engage in sexual 
relationships with as many partners as they wish without condition 


(Milhausen and Herold 1999). Due to this double standard, a woman is 
likely to have fewer sexual partners in her life time than a man. According 
to a Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) survey, the average 
thirty-five-year-old woman has had three opposite-sex sexual partners while 
the average thirty-five-year-old man has had twice as many (Centers for 
Disease Control 2011). 


The future of a society’s sexual attitudes may be somewhat predicted by the 
values and beliefs that a country’s youth expresses about sex and sexuality. 
Data from the most recent National Survey of Family Growth reveals that 
70 percent of boys and 78 percent of girls ages fifteen to nineteen said they 
“agree” or “strongly agree” that “it’s okay for an unmarried female to have 
a child" (National Survey of Family Growth 2013). In a separate survey, 65 
percent of teens stated that they “strongly agreed” or “somewhat agreed” 
that although waiting until marriage for sex is a nice idea, it’s not realistic 
(NBC News 2005). This does not mean that today’s youth have given up 
traditional sexual values such as monogamy. Nearly all college men (98.9 
percent) and women (99.2 percent) who participated in a 2002 study on 
sexual attitudes stated they wished to settle down with one mutually 
exclusive sexual partner at some point in their lives, ideally within the next 
five years (Pedersen et al. 2002). 


Sex Education 


One of the biggest controversies regarding sexual attitudes is sexual 
education in U.S. classrooms. Unlike in Sweden, sex education is not 
required in all public school curricula in the United States. The heart of the 
controversy is not about whether sex education should be taught in school 
(studies have shown that only seven percent of U.S. adults oppose sex 
education in schools); it is about the type of sex education that should be 
taught. 


Much of the debate is over the issue of abstinence. In a 2005 survey, 15 
percent of U.S. respondents believed that schools should teach abstinence 
exclusively and should not provide contraceptives or information on how to 
obtain them. Forty-six percent believed schools should institute an 


abstinence-plus approach, which teaches children that abstinence is best but 
still gives information about protected sex. Thirty-six percent believed 
teaching about abstinence is not important and that sex education should 
focus on sexual safety and responsibility (NPR 2010). 


Research suggests that while government officials may still be debating 
about the content of sexual education in public schools, the majority of U.S. 
adults are not. Those who advocated abstinence-only programs may be the 
proverbial squeaky wheel when it comes to this controversy, since they 
represent only 15 percent of parents. Fifty-five percent of respondents feel 
giving teens information about sex and how to obtain and use protection 
will not encourage them to have sexual relations earlier than they would 
under an abstinence program. About 77 percent think such a curriculum 
would make teens more likely to practice safe sex now and in the future 
(NPR 2004). 


Sweden, whose comprehensive sex education program in its public schools 
educates participants about safe sex, can serve as a model for this approach. 
The teenage birthrate in Sweden is 7 per 1,000 births, compared with 49 per 
1,000 births in the United States. Among fifteen to nineteen year olds, 
reported cases of gonorrhea in Sweden are nearly 600 times lower than in 
the United States (Grose 2007). 


Sociological Perspectives on Sex and Sexuality 


Sociologists representing all three major theoretical perspectives study the 
role sexuality plays in social life today. Scholars recognize that sexuality 
continues to be an important and defining social location and that the 
manner in which sexuality is constructed has a significant effect on 
perceptions, interactions, and outcomes. 


Structural Functionalism 


When it comes to sexuality, functionalists stress the importance of 
regulating sexual behavior to ensure marital cohesion and family stability. 
Since functionalists identify the family unit as the most integral component 


in society, they maintain a strict focus on it at all times and argue in favor of 
social arrangements that promote and ensure family preservation. 


Functionalists such as Talcott Parsons (1955) have long argued that the 
regulation of sexual activity is an important function of the family. Social 
norms surrounding family life have, traditionally, encouraged sexual 
activity within the family unit (marriage) and have discouraged activity 
outside of it (premarital and extramarital sex). From a functionalist point of 
view, the purpose of encouraging sexual activity in the confines of marriage 
is to intensify the bond between spouses and to ensure that procreation 
occurs within a stable, legally recognized relationship. This structure gives 
offspring the best possible chance for appropriate socialization and the 
provision of basic resources. 


From a functionalist standpoint, homosexuality cannot be promoted on a 
large-scale as an acceptable substitute for heterosexuality. If this occurred, 
procreation would eventually cease. Thus, homosexuality, if occurring 
predominantly within the population, is dysfunctional to society. This 
criticism does not take into account the increasing legal acceptance of 
Same-sex marriage, or the rise in gay and lesbian couples who choose to 
bear and raise children through a variety of available resources. 


Conflict Theory 


From a conflict theory perspective, sexuality is another area in which power 
differentials are present and where dominant groups actively work to 
promote their worldview as well as their economic interests. Recently, we 
have seen the debate over the legalization of gay marriage intensify 
nationwide. 


For conflict theorists, there are two key dimensions to the debate over 
Same-sex marriage—one ideological and the other economic. Dominant 
groups (in this instance, heterosexuals) wish for their worldview—which 
embraces traditional marriage and the nuclear family—to win out over what 
they see as the intrusion of a secular, individually driven worldview. On the 
other hand, many gay and lesbian activists argue that legal marriage is a 


fundamental right that cannot be denied based on sexual orientation and 
that, historically, there already exists a precedent for changes to marriage 
laws: the 1960s legalization of formerly forbidden interracial marriages is 
one example. 


From an economic perspective, activists in favor of same-sex marriage 
point out that legal marriage brings with it certain entitlements, many of 
which are financial in nature, like Social Security benefits and medical 
insurance (Solmonese 2008). Denial of these benefits to gay couples is 
wrong, they argue. Conflict theory suggests that as long as heterosexuals 
and homosexuals struggle over these social and financial resources, there 
will be some degree of conflict. 


Symbolic Interactionism 


Interactionists focus on the meanings associated with sexuality and with 
sexual orientation. Since femininity is devalued in U.S. society, those who 
adopt such traits are subject to ridicule; this is especially true for boys or 
men. Just as masculinity is the symbolic norm, so too has heterosexuality 
come to signify normalcy. Prior to 1973, the American Psychological 
Association (APA) defined homosexuality as an abnormal or deviant 
disorder. Interactionist labeling theory recognizes the impact this has made. 
Before 1973, the APA was powerful in shaping social attitudes toward 
homosexuality by defining it as pathological. Today, the APA cites no 
association between sexual orientation and psychopathology and sees 
homosexuality as a normal aspect of human sexuality (APA 2008). 


Interactionists are also interested in how discussions of homosexuals often 
focus almost exclusively on the sex lives of gays and lesbians; 
homosexuals, especially men, may be assumed to be hypersexual and, in 
some cases, deviant. Interactionism might also focus on the slurs used to 
describe homosexuals. Labels such as “queen” and “fag” are often used to 
demean homosexual men by feminizing them. This subsequently affects 
how homosexuals perceive themselves. Recall Cooley’s “looking-glass 
self,” which suggests that self develops as a result of our interpretation and 
evaluation of the responses of others (Cooley 1902). Constant exposure to 


derogatory labels, jokes, and pervasive homophobia would lead to a 
negative self-image, or worse, self-hate. The CDC reports that homosexual 
youths who experience high levels of social rejection are six times more 
likely to have high levels of depression and eight times more likely to have 
attempted suicide (CDC 2011). 


Queer Theory 


Queer Theory is an interdisciplinary approach to sexuality studies that 
identifies Western society’s rigid splitting of gender into male and female 
roles and questions the manner in which we have been taught to think about 
sexual orientation. According to Jagose (1996), Queer [Theory] focuses on 
mismatches between anatomical sex, gender identity, and sexual 
orientation, not just division into male/female or homosexual/hetereosexual. 
By calling their discipline “queer,” scholars reject the effects of labeling; 
instead, they embraced the word “queer” and reclaimed it for their own 
purposes. The perspective highlights the need for a more flexible and fluid 
conceptualization of sexuality—one that allows for change, negotiation, and 
freedom. The current schema used to classify individuals as either 
“heterosexual” or “homosexual” pits one orientation against the other. This 
mirrors other oppressive schemas in our culture, especially those 
surrounding gender and race (black versus white, male versus female). 


Queer theorist Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick argued against U.S. society’s 
monolithic definition of sexuality and its reduction to a single factor: the 
sex of someone’s desired partner. Sedgwick identified dozens of other ways 
in which people’s sexualities were different, such as: 


e Even identical genital acts mean very different things to different 
people. 

e Sexuality makes up a large share of the self-perceived identity of some 
people, a small share of others’. 

e Some people spend a lot of time thinking about sex, others little. 

e Some people like to have a lot of sex, others little or none. 

e Many people have their richest mental/emotional involvement with 
sexual acts that they don’t do, or don’t even want to do. 


e Some people like spontaneous sexual scenes, others like highly 
scripted ones, others like spontaneous-sounding ones that are 
nonetheless totally predictable. 

e Some people, homo- hetero- and bisexual, experience their sexuality as 
deeply embedded in a matrix of gender meanings and gender 
differentials. Others of each sexuality do not (Sedgwick 1990). 


Thus, theorists utilizing queer theory strive to question the ways society 
perceives and experiences sex, gender, and sexuality, opening the door to 
new scholarly understanding. 


Throughout this chapter we have examined the complexities of gender, sex, 
and sexuality. Differentiating between sex, gender, and sexual orientation is 
an important first step to a deeper understanding and critical analysis of 
these issues. Understanding the sociology of sex, gender, and sexuality will 
help to build awareness of the inequalities experienced by subordinate 
categories such as women, homosexuals, and transgender individuals. 


Summary 


When studying sex and sexuality, sociologists focus their attention on 
sexual attitudes and practices, not on physiology or anatomy. Norms 
regarding gender and sexuality vary across cultures. In general, the United 
States tends to be fairly conservative in its sexual attitudes. As a result, 
homosexuals continue to face opposition and discrimination in most major 
social institutions. 


Section Quiz 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


What Western country is thought to be the most liberal in its attitudes 
toward sex? 


a. United States 


b. Sweden 
c. Mexico 
d. Ireland 


Solution: 
Answer 
B 
Exercise: 
Problem: 


Compared to most Western societies, U.S. sexual attitudes are 
considered 


a. Conservative 
b. liberal 

Cc. permissive 
d. free 


Solution: 
Answer 


A 


Exercise: 


Problem: Sociologists associate sexuality with 


a. heterosexuality 

b. homosexuality 

c. biological factors 

d. a person’s capacity for sexual feelings 


Solution: 
Answer 


D 
Exercise: 
Problem: 


According to national surveys, most U.S. parents support which type 
of sex education program in school? 


a. Abstinence only 

b. Abstinence plus sexual safety 

c. Sexual safety without promoting abstinence 
d. No sex education 


Solution: 
Answer 


B 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


Which theoretical perspective stresses the importance of regulating 
sexual behavior to ensure marital cohesion and family stability? 


a. Functionalism 

b. Conflict theory 

c. Symbolic interactionalism 
d. Queer theory 


Solution: 
Answer 


A 


Short Answer 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Identify three examples of how U.S. society is heteronormative. 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


Consider the types of derogatory labeling that sociologists study and 
explain how these might apply to discrimination on the basis of sexual 
orientation. 


Further Research 


For more information about sexual attitudes and practices in countries 
around the world, see the entire “Attitudes Toward Nonmarital Sex in 24 
Countries” article from the Journal of Sex Research at 
http://openstaxcollege.org/l/journal of sex research. 
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Glossary 


double standard 
the concept that prohibits premarital sexual intercourse for women but 
allows it for men 


queer theory 


an interdisciplinary approach to sexuality studies that identifies 
Western society’s rigid splitting of gender into male and female roles 
and questions its appropriateness 


sexuality 
a person’s capacity for sexual feelings 


